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Summary: Chief Warrant Officer Rion Fontaine, technical expert, is ordered to Earth. Specialists such as the Chief are often dispatched in times of crisis, which has others asking rational, tough questions upon his arrival. Tending to duties at the outpost near Voi, spurious signals are detected. Upon investigation, he finds something hidden beneath the African sands...something legendary.





	1. Ascent, Descent

****1000 Hours UTC, 14 September 2552 (Military Calendar)/  
><strong>**Sol System, Earth, UNSC Science Outpost 01A-77 ****

_**Ascent, Descent**_

"Chief, feel free to use any of our utility vehicles during your stay here. They are quite nice, yes?"

The Doctor riding shotgun looked rearward and took notice of the Marine inspecting the leather-wrapped cushions.

"It's a fine vehicle."

"We have two color choices. Would you prefer black or white?"

"Actually, there's no need, Doctor. I'll be just fine with my own. Thank you for the offer anyway."

"Why do you refuse? They are just as capable as any mil-spec vehicle in terms of towing capacity, but certainly more comfortable."

"There's a hog en route, and that's really all I'll need. I don't think there will be much driving anyway."

Chief Warrant Officer Rion Fontaine reached down and pushed a switch that transitioned his window from a tinted black to clear, revealing the parking garage that they were speeding through.

The entire structure was empty. Not a vehicle or person in sight. The SUV sped a half-circle around the entire level of the structure and finally worked its way around to the central ramp leading upward, doing so again and again as they ascended each level at breakneck speed. Though the Marine didn't notice, the driver grinned in delight as the vehicle was pushed to the limits of its suspension's capabilities, tires screeching and urethane bushings groaning from beneath the chassis. Gradually, the ambiance became brighter with a natural luminosity, not the kind of fluorescence that dotted the areas around the elevators at each corner. Sunlight permeated through the uppermost levels. Closer to the rooftop, the Warrant prepared for the dismount, eager to commence the mission.

The vehicle ascended the last incline and emerged into the full light of a searing, African sun.

The Senior-ranking Marine breathed a little deeper the cool crispness of the vehicle's climate-controlled air as the driver finally slowed to a reasonable speed. Soon, they came to a stop on the crunchy gravel surface. A glass plate opened above their heads and slid far back into the roof panel, so far back that all three occupants had a clear view of the pale-blue skies—cast in an altostratus veil miles above. Through that cloud layer emerged a black spec high overhead.

"Right on time." remarked the Marine.

The Pelican dropship descended ever downward, seemingly at a snail's pace. It picked up speed and within a few seconds plummeted down on the land vehicle's position, slamming to a halt merely thirty meters distant.

"Go ahead and land her on the helipad, pilot." he said over a radio.

"_Roger." _he received.

The Pelican began its final descent, slowly sinking into the sweltering hot haze above the rooftop.

Inches to touchdown, the ventral VTOL thrusters kicked up a massive plume of dirt and debris, displacing it all in every possible direction. Pinging of pebbles against the SUV's panels was all that could be heard atop the whistle of the Pelican's hover jets. The aircraft's skids softly sank into the surface of the LZ and soon the thrusters spooled down to a whisper.

The Marine was the first to exit the vehicle, followed by the Doctor. The driver preferred to stay inside while the other two conducted their business in the oppressive, late morning heat.

They both proceeded closer to the drop ship as the tail ramp lowered, revealing the cargo inside: ruggedized transit cases containing advanced telecommunication and navigational equipment, all painted with the ever-familiar olive-drab motif of the Marine Corps. Thick, sturdy tethers looped up and over every piece of equipment, anchoring every non-human object to D-rings recessed into the center of the king plank. The squad of Marines flanking all the equipment were restrained with four-point harnesses. One by one, they each gave a twist of the camlocks and free they were to stretch out after the long ride, just as eager as the Chief Warrant.

"Hustle up, Marines, We've got a busy schedule ahead of us. This gear needs to be emplaced in accordance with the site diagram by seventeen-hundred local. From there, you can grab some chow and hunker down before you're on your way again."

With that, each member of the escort/support team scrambled into action and began assisting one another in off-loading everything out of the Pelican. A small camouflage netting was erected to ward off some of the intense sun rays, the intricate woven patterns casting strange shadows about the deck. Once the senior-ranking was sure they were well on their way to a successful day, he turned away and checked the time.

"Chief Fontaine," the Doctor said, "I have a few things we need to go over. It's about your mission. Let me apologize in advance..."

The Doctor collected his thoughts, appearing to Rion as though he was choosing his next words carefully.

"Apologize for what?"

"I don't want you to be blind-sided by what's to come, so I thought I'd just inform you now that you'll be staying here longer than the one month initially requested."

"Why is that and do you know who authorized it?"

"It's coming from ONI."

"That doesn't narrow it down much."

"They don't like to speak much, either. They didn't give me any specifics, and probably for good reason, so I can't elaborate any further as I'd wish. I thought you'd like to know so you could break the news to your family back home."

"Okay, thanks."

"They told me to have you contact your commander once you're uplink is fully set up."

"Anything else, Doctor?"

"That was all. Feel free to come and go as you please. Don't let the isolation of this building keep you from the rest of the complex. We're sitting on top of thirty hectares of desert plains. Most of the facilities are underground. You'll find adequate shelter and leisure at sub-complexes A, B, and C. Anything you need, we have. Just make sure you stay away from all entryways to sub-complex Omega. Its access is highly restricted and you'll not be authorized to enter. One of my aides will send you a base map over an encrypted link, complete with all applicable facilities you might wish to visit here. Do you have any questions?"

Fontaine looked side to side. "None for now. I'll let you know if I do later."

"Very well. Thank you in advance for your invaluable service to this outpost. Refer to the contact information if you need help navigating our areas."

The Doctor offered a curt nod before turning and walking towards the glossy-black SUV they arrived in. The sun was slowly working its way towards the zenith as the troops got on with the setup of the Warrant Officer's equipment.

Fontaine basked in the sunlight only for a moment, letting the warming rays bathe his half-obscured face as the SUV behind him slowly and silently sauntered over the rooftop gravel, and down into the labyrinth parking garage.

He took his mirrored glasses off.

The sun was out in full force today, with humidity upwards of seventy percent. The human body could shed sweat less effectively in this type of weather.

The Chief gazed at the surrounding desert plains. "I thought this was supposed to be the high desert."

A single Marine responded. "Roger, Chief."

"Feels more like the equatorial tropics."

"Yeah, it usually doesn't get this wet until the rainy season. Maybe it's a strong sea breeze off the Indian Ocean today."

"Well, whatever the case, take ten-minute breaks every forty-five minutes." Fontaine ordered. "Maintain that cycle until you've completed the setup. Everything looks on-schedule. No need to rush this."

This deployment was easy for them, Fontaine gathered. These young troops were likely not too far out of technical training, an ideal opportunity to get them more experienced before being sent off to the frontlines. Here, there was no worry of Covenant or the URF.

He took a break from unloading supplies from the pelican and walked to the Northernmost edge of the rooftop. Far out into the barren flats, he could make out the cracked plains and the majesty of mighty Mount Kilimanjaro in the farthest reaches, barely visibly through the dust and haze of the high desert. He averted his sights to the Warthog en route once a looming column of dust became visible billowing in the distance. The all-terrain vehicle was little bigger than a spec from this vantage, but the Chief could see its course start to change and leave the A109, the tail of dust closely following and intensifying once it transitioned to the desert plain. Within another minute it crossed under the rampart of the Trans-African Pipeline running parallel to the road behind. Farther out, Rion could see the silver, sinuous band of the Ocean Inlet snaking its way from the outlying industrial town all the way to Mombasa's Port Reitz, the large ferries afloat hauling industrial cargo in either direction.

"Why the roof, sir?"

Fontaine looked around and found one of the lower-ranking Marines with a spool of cable hanging loosely in his grasp.

"The equipment is safer up here. These ledges will block a lot of the wind gusts, too."

"You're going to spend your whole deployment up here? You're gonna boil your ass off."

"Not if I can help it. That cable you got...how long is it?"

"Says it's a hundred meters."

"That'll do. I'll set up my command and control a few levels down."

"Right on, Chief."

The Private gave a thumbs-up and went back to work.

Fontaine looked around and saw a couple of the troops driving copper rods into the rooftop with sledgehammers. "Let me help you boys out!" he said, jogging to their position.

* * *

><p><strong>1530 Hours UTC<strong>

"They have some pretty good food here." said one of the troops.

"Fresh." remarked Fontaine, biting into a red apple.

Beneath the shade of the Pelican's stubby winglets, all the Marines sat on either side of the aircraft. The sunlight glared off any exposed surface, most of the team wearing dark sunglasses and camouflaged booney hats. The pilot and navigator chose to forgo a meal, instead dozing off in the climate-controlled confines of the cockpit.

"Glad they let us into their cafeteria so we didn't have to break into those nasty MREs." another said.

"We still on-schedule?" Fontaine asked the highest ranking of the delivery crew.

"Looks that way, Chief Warrant. You might even have time to grab a hot meal before your report's due."

"Excellent. Good work, everyone. I guess there's just one final push and then we're through here."

"Sir..." asked one of the lower ranking Marines. "You're the best, right?"

"At least that's what the admiralty keep telling me. I still have a direct deposit every other week so that's always encouraging."

"Did they tell you if this was a training gig? Or did they say it was a real-world op?"

"Um, no, in fact they said nothing."

The Marines of the setup team glanced at one another nervously.

* * *

><p><strong>1745 Hours UTC<strong>

"Yeah, it's the only building here. Can't miss it. I'm at the rooftop."

Fontaine flipped the dust cover fabric over his forearm again, concealing the radio woven into his uniform. He glanced outward and found the Hog making a beeline straight toward the parking garage, no more than a kilometer out. He leaned against the ledge and looked the crew over, the lot of them crowded around the extended tail ramp of the Pelican, staring off into space and drinking water, resting their aching muscles in silence. Fontaine peered once more over the ledge and looked straight down to see the incoming Warthog round his corner of the garage and fishtail into the shadowed entrance.

"Alright, fellas," Fontaine shouted toward the Marines, "you can cut out now. Thanks again. Excellent job. I appreciate the hustle."

The Chief tipped his cap as the rest of them nodded and filed into the Pelican's troop bay. The tail ramp closed a moment later while the aircraft's engines started to wind up with a foreboding crescendo. Minutes later after a brief pre-flight check from the officers in the cockpit, the bird was airborne. Fontaine covered his face as a tsunami of debris once again washed over his position and pelted everything in the immediate vicinity. He waved once more toward the windscreen, unable to see if the gesture was returned.

The Pelican was out of sight beyond a mass of clouds within another minute.

Just then, he could hear a mechanical whine of a different sort approaching. Cresting the final ramp was the Warthog he'd been awaiting, catching a slight air gap between the tires and the rooftop surface once it cleared the top of the incline. Predictably, the tri-barreled fifty-cal had been removed, providing enough rear bed space for what was to be the final on-site delivery.

The driver pulled up slowly to the Chief and killed the engine.

"Chief Fontaine, Expeditionary Comms." Rion said, strolling to the driver's door.

The other replied with a sloppy, informal salute that befitted their location. "Sergeant Mik Woltering. Slave labor."

"Nice day for a drive." remarked the Chief with a chuckle. "How much longer you got behind the wheel of this thing before you arrive home?"

"Headed back to the Alpha Site in Mombasa. Should be about an hour-and-a-half before I get there."

"Good to go? I've got some water bottles if you need 'em."

"Appreciated, sir. Where do you want her off-loaded?"

Rion surveyed what was left of the current setup, noting the wide patch of unclaimed real estate just about off-center of the rooftop. He pointed toward that spot, saying, "Bull's-eye. I'll meet you right there with your water in a minute."

"Roger."

The two went their separate ways. A minute later and Fontaine began assisting the young Sergeant with the cargo inside the bed of the Hog. The two of them hoisted some angle iron out of a side portion, hooking one end to the chassis and letting the other rest on the ground. Next, they removed two straight sections of square steel and connected all the pieces together, forming a triangulation that would spread the load of the cargo as they glided it down onto the rooftop.

The two of them grasped handles recessed into the body of the massive transit case, scooting it down the crude ramp they assembled with rhythmic bursts of exertion. Once its full weight was situated onto the rails, gravity took care of the rest and it slid downwards. Woltering hopped back in the vehicle and nudged forward with a slight throttle input, the newly-arrived cargo case gently thudding down on one side in reply.

"Just like downtown Mombasa," Fontaine said, "nothing to it."

Woltering dismounted once more and surveyed the area with hands on his hips. "Need anything before I schlep back to HQ?"

"I think I'm good here. Oh, did anyone say anything about amendments to our orders?"

"Not that I know of. Why?"

"I just got word from the locals that I was being extended. You didn't hear anything about that?"

"No. How long are you staying here now?"

Rion scratched at one side of his brow. "Yeah, they didn't say."

"Standby to standby, eh? Sorry to hear that, Chief, but I'm sure HQ won't leave you hanging for too long. Doesn't seem like a high-priority mission to begin with. I mean, it's just you here."

"Yeah, I know. That's what kind of bothers me."

"Why's that? You've hoofed it solo before, right?"

"It would help to know what kind of reachback depot's going to provide me. This loadout is only going to last me for the original duration. I've only got enough MREs to see me through until then."

"Hmm, yeah, that's a legit concern. Surely your Support Element knows that. They'll probably send out a care package within a week of your original de-mobilization. That'd be my guess. I'll make sure to inform them of your situation regardless. I've got you covered."

"Make sure you do." Rion patted him on the back.

"If I forget, well, I guess you'd better get to know the locals here." Woltering smiled jestingly. "Always good to have a backup plan."

"I guess." Rion held out a hand and smiled back. "Alright, thanks again, man. Drive safe now. You're coming up on twilight."

"You bet, Chief Warrant." the other Marine said, shaking once. "See ya around. Don't get too lonely."

The driver took the helm once again and dove the Warthog into the labyrinth, soon fading from sight and sound.

Fontaine pivoted to face the delivery: a large, heavy and ruggedized transit case that looked like it'd seen much better days in its undoubtedly long, storied past. He remembered seeing just one of these kits during his training days, many years ago when he was just an adolescent with a single stripe on each sleeve. Still an old item even in those days, his instructors hardly devoted any class time to it just as well, instead focusing on teaching newer technologies of the era.

He bent down and started to expose the recessed butterfly latches and gave all of them some counter-clockwise twists. He performed this routine over the entire outline of the case, pressing the internal air release valve to ease the unboxing. It hissed loudly for a few seconds, then he noticed the two halves of it shift a few millimeters, decompressing.

He gave it a firm kick and the two halves split apart. He then peeled it open by hand and there inside was the legacy troposcatter radio terminal, truly as ancient as the UNSC itself. He could tell someone in some depot had put the time into cleaning and maintaining this thing recently, and it must've been an unwanted job, like one of those details some trouble-maker in the unit got when working others' nerves or skating on thin ice with higher ups.

Fontaine had his doubts of its operational condition, but then he'd also heard stories about these old mules. They were heavy, cumbersome, but they were tough. They were designed to outlast anything the engineers of the time could think of. _Never judge a book by its cover, _his Great Grandfather once said at a family dinner. The gear and even the package that once cradled it was worse for the wear, but the fact that ONI technicians certified it for operation meant that it carried some weight with Fontaine. It was a small community and he know most of them quite well.

A sudden impulse made him withdraw a one-inch holocube from a pocket. He swiped a sequence over one of its sides and a bright image materialized in an upward cone. At the top of the projection was a 4:3 aspect image of the place he'd usually rather be. That log cabin in the wilderness was always on his mind. The foothills covered in pines and firs, his family rising every morning with him on the veranda and overlooking the mountains in the distance. Hot, soothing coffee and a sunrise.

Rion set the cube down on the ground by his feet and reverted his attention back to the tropo terminal. He found a technical manual stuffed between the main chassis and the hub of the reflector panel. He swung the module upward, retrieved the literature and he started to read. Paying no mind to the subtle clues of the day from the Marines and the Doctor, he easily vested full concentration to the task. Despite his skills and experience, he knew this would take a while.


	2. Bad Day Just Got Worse

**1045 Hours UTC, 21 September 2552 (Military Calendar)/****  
><strong>**Sol System, Earth, UNSC Science Outpost 01A-77  
><strong>

_**Bad Day Just Got Worse**_

Seven days after arriving at this outpost, CWO5 Fontaine ventured beneath the surface for the first time, hoping for some kind of respite or at least something that would take his mind off the current ordeal topside.

The labyrinthine topology of the sub-complexes was intricate and extensive, Rion could only assume. ports or something to get a line out. Up ahead was a T-junction, left or right. He glanced each direction. One side stretched out very far and was oddly barren of activity. The other way had many office doors stemming off either side, and was also a long hallway with no activity taking place. He headed that direction, peering to the sides as he walked. He wasn't going to risk intruding on someone else's space, but luckily found the words CALL CENTER in bold red stenciling on another door a few more paces ahead.

Inside were small phone booths. The place was silent with no one occupying the room now but him.

He dialed the numbers and waited a for a few rings.

A familiar voice answered, "Hello."

"Hey, it's me."

"Rion. How are you?"

"Doing alright. Same old."

"Me and Jane checked on your mother today and she's fine."

"Her appetite getting any better?"

"Yes, actually it's doing very well. She seems more upbeat and talkative. Even the dogs started playing again."

"That's great."

"Yeah. So, what else? Everything okay at work?"

"Sure."

"And you're keeping in shape? Eating healthy?"

"Yeah, you know me. And the food here is decent."

"Everything's in the plus column?"

"As far as I can tell. Why?"

"You sound...I don't know...drained."

"Yeah, work lately is draining. Some of the stuff I'm working on is giving me trouble, but I just have to keep working at it."

"Anything else?"

"Well..."

"C'mon, Rion, say it."

"They're extending me."

"Wow, again?"

"Yeah, I was told the first freaking day too."

"How much longer this time?"

"I don't know. Nobody's saying much, and I can't get in touch with anyone back at my unit. At least, not yet. I'm sure the answers will come soon."

"Alright, well, just keep your head low and your spirits high. It's only temporary, right?"

"Yep. Okay, I'm gonna give it another try and see if I can make some progress."

"Alright. Audrey says hello. Love you. Be safe."

"Love you back. Tell Audrey to do her homework. See you both soon."

* * *

><p><strong>1<strong>**530 Hours UTC**

At the rooftop, Fontaine frowned at the old troposcatter terminal and thought about planting his steel-toed boot in it.

All previous attempts at troubleshooting the antiquated equipment failed over the recent days. He disrobed his camouflaged overshirt and threw it inside the tent, wiping the sweat off his brow as he pondered further. He stared at it, hoping the answer would just jump out at him. The technical literature pertaining to this thing had been downloaded and was now stored on his datapad, also inside the tent. He'd read through the chapter detailing the OEM-recommended troubleshooting steps twice in the span of one hour just to make sure he was playing it by the book before resorting to unsanctioned methods.

"This is going nowhere."

He checked his timepiece and frowned again. So consumed by this last bout of troubleshooting, he'd lost track of time, blew right past his lunch break.

Every other terminal was all in the green according to their readouts, but the olive-drab hunk of metal looked brick-shaped and was about as useful as one at the present. They usually came with an attachable shelter that provided modest space and climate control for those long stints wherever the operator found themselves. This was just the bare-bones version. He scanned the reflector panels on top of the large chassis, wondering if they were perhaps pointed incorrectly. He withdrew a compass and an inclinometer from both of his cargo pockets, checking to make sure the sporadic wind gusts hadn't swept the dish off its azimuth when he wasn't looking. No, it was on-target. Everything was as it should be.

He entered the tent once more, scooping the datapad off the top of the cot he'd slept on. He navigated to the Telecommunication Access Link Key and consulted the pre-established mission parameters. Among the pertinent details of geo-location of the ground station and modulation schemes and bandwidth allocations, sure enough the orders mandated an initial access window with this quirky old piece of equipment being first in line, no other.

"_Why?"_ he mumbled spitefully.

The Chief sighed, zipped up the lining of the ops tent and marched to the elevator. His appetite was raging after all the expenditure of energy into the downed equipment.

Despite his regular attempts at resurrecting this asset, he had already settled into a predictable routine. On his way to the cafeteria below-ground, he changed and hung up the combat fatigues in his lower-level sleeping tent, now wearing a set of civilian clothes he usually had set aside for the last day of deployments. The days which afforded him a little sightseeing in some nearby city before traveling onto the next mission. But it seemed this entire area was off the grid to begin with, the bustle here certainly more informal than most places he'd ventured to on official business. And almost everyone was civilian. He recalled seeing one, maybe two UNSC personnel here when he first arrived. That was it.

The box car door split in half with a chime. The way in front was low-vaulted, a long but wide corridor. The off-white walls were tiled in a large checkerboard fashion and the floors were darkly carpeted. Somewhere up ahead in the brightly-lit hallway was the cafeteria. Savory scents wafted in and out as patrons came and went through the portico. Once inside, he raised a brow at the enormity of it.

The cafeteria was a large and high-vaulted place and seemed able to accommodate more than a hundred patrons at once. Baskets of local and exotic flora hung at the perimeter near bench tables. The twin buffet aisles were long and ran sinusoidal rather than straight up and down the length of the establishment. The bright colored vegetables suggested they were fresh from a distance. The greens looked crisp and he could smell the olive oil emanating from where on-site chefs worked a pasta bar.

He proceeded to a turnstile and brushed past it and into the line, grabbing silverware and a tray.

Once laden with his meal, he moseyed with the flow of people to the expanse of tables. He looked around before he found a place, noting that there were no cashiers.

"Yep, believe it or not there is such a thing as a free meal."

Rion wheeled around slowly to find a man wearing a white lab coat smiling at him through a pair of auto-tinting smartglasses.

"Good thing because my hunger's twice as big as my wages at this point."

"Then you should have sought a full commission a long time ago, Chief." He looked Fontaine up and down. "We heard you were coming here. So, you're our new comms guru of last resort."

"Binary bloodhound. Boolean brilliance."

"Or just a two-bit technician."

"Hey, watch your syntax or I'll have you pay your sin tax."

"Glad you're here." The civilian smiled. "You know, in case the shit hits the doomsday fan."

"Doubt it'll ever come to that. Not as long as Reach stands in the way. Born and raised on Earth myself, so it sort of feels like home. Rion Fontaine," he said, placing his tray down at the closest table, sliding onto a seat, "and you are?"

"Max Schweinfurt." He replied, situating himself in the seat across.

"Son of Otto Schweinfurt?"

"Yes. How'd you know that?"

"I worked with your father a few years ago. I was his aide when he was testing a batch of sigma-summing circuits for use on these multiplexers that we were going to pair with the newest diode-pumped LASER modules. Actually, aiding him was an overstatement. He did all the hard work. I mostly fetched him design specs of the components we were after."

"Small world. When'd you get here?"

"Few days ago. The fourteenth, I think."

"Where on Earth are you from?"

"Florida. You?"

"Reach is my home."

They both shook hands.

Rion began a silent saying-of-grace to himself while Max drank some water.

"How do you like it here so far?" Max asked him.

"Nice place," replied the Chief Warrant Officer, nodding appreciatively, "it's like you don't even know you're underground half the time."

"Yes, we are kind of spoiled here."

"I can see that. Place seems pretty relaxed. Everyone gets along. Not bad."

"And we like to keep it that way. Most of us are engineers and scientists so we all kind of speak the same lingo. As long as we work hard and things get done, the military bosses hardly need to come out this way."

"Sounds like a strategy."

"The location is pretty isolated, so I think they'd rather not have to visit here anyways, which works out well for everyone."

"So what is it you do?"

"I'm a photonics engineer. I designed and implemented the entire fiber optic communications infrastructure for the subterranean facilities."

"That's putting it…lightly."

"I see you've been around."

"And it seems like the apple doesn't fall very far from the tree. You followed in your Father's footsteps. So, they keep you busy down here?"

"Always busy down here." He swallowed a gulp of water. "At least as long as I can remember. Speaking of which…How's your job going so far? Keeping yourself busy at the surface?"

"Doin' it 'till my giga hurts."

"Some of the others said you were living up there. That true?"

"Yeah, the parking garage. Hell of a mountain view up there."

"Can we offer you a room down here out of the elements?"

"Appreciate the offer, but all the terminals are at the rooftop. I'll have to bed down up there until I can get all my orderwires up and running."

"I see. Well, how are your accommodations up there?"

"Not the coziest, but I've got a roof over my head. Climate controlled tent, spacious enough."

"Will you need to stay up there permanently? I wouldn't think you'd have to live in that parking garage the whole time."

"I only need to stay with the terminals when the cryptographics are operating. Other than that…"

The Chief Warrant Officer hurriedly checked his wristwatch, realizing he'd fall further behind schedule if he took his time and enjoyed his food. He began to talk faster between bites. "Level twelve suits my fancy. Cooler down there than on the roof but still keeps me close enough to the action."

"You know we've got a lot of good fast food items here that you can get to-go. If you need to get back to work, I understand."

Rion shifted uneasily and pinched at his chin. "Eh, you know, it's just I'm having some trouble with this old troposcatter terminal. It's down-hard right now. Trying to figure out what it is, but the more I troubleshoot the more it just pisses me off."

"That's UHF band, I believe."

"Yeah, high-powered sub-microwaves."

"Ran through any in-house diagnostics yet?"

"Yeah, everything checks out fine. When I try to normal-thru to the other end, everything craps out."

"What happens exactly?"

"All kinds of weird things. First time I had it transmitting, the noise floor rose up to where I couldn't make out anything but nonsense on a spectrum analyzer. Second time, only one-half of it rose up on a lower sideband of my carrier, but I still couldn't get data across uncorrupted. And it's never the same exact symptoms, either. It's always changing."

"And all your equipment passes loopback testing?"

"Yeah, every single one of them. I went so far as to hook an oscilloscope up to the AGC circuits. Totally stable."

"Strange. It should be working."

"That's what I said too. This is the simplest piece of equipment I've ever seen, but it's stubborn as a damned snail! It's just a tropo shot to the ONI Alpha Site. Nothing fancy. Must be some kind of interference but I never find any when I break out a Watt Sniffer."

"Is any of your equipment out of calibration?"

"ROM monitors say they were all cal'd less than two weeks ago. I don't know else to do at this point. I've tried everything."

"So all baseband circuitry and your intermediate-frequency chain is green, but it's when you actively transmit that you get all this interference?"

"Exactly."

"Narrowband _and_ modulated?"

"Doesn't matter."

"It's got to be your main amplifier then. Maybe some bleed-over."

"I don't think so because I did a translator loopback after the klystron, and _that _test was green too."

"Any cloud cover out there?"

"Plenty lately, but it wouldn't matter. I'm pushing two kilowatts which would be enough energy to make a small patch of that cloud cover turn into nothing but rain at the frequencies I'm using."

"That's _something_ you've got going on there."

"Yeah, you're telling me. I was supposed to report in for a status update. They're not gonna be happy with this."

"I feel your pain. I could send one of our technicians your way to see if he can confirm it with his own equipment. Maybe he can be of some help to you out there."

"I appreciate the offer, but I think I'll take one more stab at it."

"Let me know how it turns out."

"Sure thing. Can't believe this stupid thing ain't working."

"Don't worry." the engineer said with a smile. "Even the best of us have a bad day once in a while." He wiped his hands with a napkin and stood up. "I'm sure it'll all work itself out soon."

The man started to walk off, then stopped and turned.

"Why tropospheric scatter? If you don't mind me asking."

"Immune to the effects of jamming and radiation, among other things. Built to outlast hell."

* * *

><p><strong>1745 Hours UTC<strong>

Rion found himself meandering one of the hallways not too far from the cafeteria. He felt sluggish, assuming he'd eaten too fast. The hallways were plain and simple, no picture frames or bulletin boards anywhere in sight. It was barren except for the people. He then realized this was an outpost with scientific and engineering activity taking place, which meant all their business occurred away from the places like cafeterias and recreation centers. He took his time and walked slowly and leisurely, off-handedly contemplating what his next steps would be at the rooftop. The day was already more than halfway over, he had no clear way forward in his efforts, and he'd already missed the initial access window. Higher ups would get curious if they weren't already. This wasn't supposed to happen. Fontaine was the subject matter expert in deployable telecommunications. If anything, Rion felt he had a reputation to maintain.

"Hell with it." Fontaine said to himself, quickening his steps.

He found a group of local personnel conversing off a tributary to the main artery he currently walked.

"Excuse me, where's the closest phone I could use?"

"Head to the rec center." one of them replied. "That's your best bet."

"Thanks." Rion sped off.

* * *

><p><strong>1800 Hours UTC<strong>

"Sir, this is Chief Fontaine. I have a sit-rep."

Rion cupped the phone to his ear as a basketball match was currently in-progress over his shoulder.

"Chief," replied his commanding officer, a full-bird colonel, "is there something wrong? Why aren't you using one of the authorized circuits?"

"Sir, there's a problem with tropo. We'll need a replacement unit out here."

"Roger, Chief, if you say so. We'll do what we can to get you taken care of. Just bear in mind that the only other tropo terminal on Earth we know of is owned by a combat unit, and they've always been reluctant to loan it out to anyone. Other than that, what about everything else?"

"The rest is all green as far as I can see."

"Great. Can you access the secure grid with some alternate terminal? I would like to speak with you on the high side as soon as possible."

"Sure, I can have the SATCOM go hot within half an hour."

"Alright, then I'll see you in half an hour. If you encounter further problems, keep your terminals receive-locked to the constellation and monitor them _very _closely."

The line went dead.

The Chief frowned and hung up the phone. Usually, the C.O. wasn't so terse, at least never with him.

Rion shook off the abrupt ending to the conversation and once again walked briskly on his way through the main aisles of the interconnecting sub-complexes and toward the elevator that would lead him to the parking garage.

* * *

><p><strong>1820 Hours UTC<strong>

Rion passed up the cafeteria off to his right and spotted the main entryway up ahead. Just an elevator to the surface, a short trek across a sand-covered walkway, then one more elevator to the top of the garage. He was suddenly halted in mid-stride by Max, the engineer, who lunged into view from a side corridor.

"This is you!" Max held an issue of Signal Magazine aloft, nearly just off Rion's nose. There he was, CWO2 Fontaine, thirteen years ago, posing in front of a datacenter he'd frequented at the Reach Military Complex while stationed there. The headline read: _LEADING THE FRONT LINES FROM HQ_.

He took about a five-second gander at the image, realized just how much his physical appearance changed since then. The smooth face slightly weathered from all his years of exposure to sunlight and the cheekbones had hardened. His blonde hair was now a muted-yellow, not as thick or strong as it used to be. But Fontaine only briefly engaged in this self-examination. He never considered himself dapper or photogenic or even all that appealing to anyone else. He never once took a selfie. If anything, he knew his wife adored his rugged features—the square jaw and straight nose. The only compliments he ever remembered a woman paying him was 'handsome' and 'respectful'.

Fontaine remembered the article. The story featured his unit's efforts to roll out a back-end server cluster that would control storage arrays for the bulk of the UNSC's galaxy-wide slipspace communications infrastructure. It also functioned as the Grand Central Station for FTL datagram multiplexing as the probes passed by other slipspace sensor nodes. It was the UNSC's upgrade solution for a more efficient routing and archival of emergency action messages between colonies and forward intel units.

"That's me." Rion smiled, tilting forward so as to suggest the journey topside wasn't a trivial one.

"You helped build the Slipspace Probe Area Network."

"Yes." Rion began to walk slowly. Max followed along at his side. "That was before my advanced degree studies, mind you. I was just a technician. All they had junior warrant officers doing back then was just systems administration."

"I see. Hey, I could give you a tour of the place. Interested?"

"Sounds good. I'll stop by a little later. The bosses are hailing."

Fontaine paced away.

"Alright, hope to see you soon! Are you still having those issues up there?"

* * *

><p><strong>1845 Hours UTC<strong>

Rion strolled up to the SATCOM terminal and flipped a breaker switch. The solid-state amplifier began to energize.

An internal fan instantly spooled and began moving air through gills on the exterior of the amplifier's plenum, which clung to the dish's wide pedestal with barbed, metal claws. In this hour of twilight, he paused momentarily and turned toward the Western horizon for an inspiring view. Unfortunately, Kilimanjaro was fully obscured by reddened puffs of low-hanging clouds, which seemed to darken the entire land more quickly than usual for this time of evening.

He entered the tent and logged into the terminal's orderwire console and issued the command for it to start transmitting. A second later, he received a bright-red error prompt. "Crap."

Rion walked outside for a brief visual inspection. In an instant, he could see that there was nothing out of spec.

"This just ain't my day."

A colonel was expecting his call on a secure link, which meant his situation was important and urgent.

Suddenly, a shuffling of footsteps could be heard across the way. The Chief wheeled around to see some guy in jeans and a collared shirt stepping out of the elevator. He walked steadily closer with a toolbox held at one side. Upon him veering nearer, the embroidery could be seen on the man's shirt.

_IRIS Support Services_

The Chief glanced rearward and made sure no classified hardware was visible, then sidestepped to the tent's exterior flap and zipped it closed.

"Howdy, sir." the man said.

Fontaine gaited closer and nodded. "Can I help you?"

"Max sent me up here saying you had some issue with one of your communication terminals. Which one is it?" He craned his neck to the side, looking beyond the Marine.

"It's that old behemoth over there." he pointed. "Can't get it to transmit properly."

"Alright, I'll hop on over there and take a look." The technician scurried in that direction.

"I'll be here." said Fontaine, returning to the tent to pickup up the orderwire's GUI.

The Chief tried to get the SATCOM to transmit again to no avail. He ran an internal diagnostic and within a few seconds it registered fine. He configured a cable loopback on the MODEM resting on a table inside his tent and rigged up a bit test set as well, interfacing the external equipment to the MODEM with a data cable. It, too, reported a flawless result within less than a minute.

"Well then what the hell?!" he shouted to himself inside the thin, tarp confines.

Rion broke out the spectrum analyzer again from inside another one of the many rugged transit cases and began connecting the cables to their designated ports on the terminal, hoping to troubleshoot it with better results than he obtained with the troposcatter hardware that he'd come to know inside-and-out these last few days.

His jaw was clenched the whole time while he finalized the test preparations.

Again, he activated a transmit command, this time with a steady eye on the display screen of the spectrum analyzer. With astonishment, he observed the exact same symptoms the nearby tropo terminal had been exhibiting.

"This is not a coincidence." he mumbled.

"Sir?" the technician beckoned from outside.

Rion stepped out and saw the man shaking his head where he knelt next to the tropo.

The Chief sighed and sauntered across the rooftop toward him.

The technician bit his lower lip and shrugged. "Looks like I did all I could here." He began collecting his items and stowing them inside the toolcase. "I hooked a dummy-load to the aperture and there's something wrong whenever it tries to radiate. All I get on the spec-an is noise. High-amplitude noise. Maybe it's a factory defect. That'd be my guess."

"Well, I appreciate the assistance, sir." Rion replied.

The young tech's next response was uttered absentmindedly as he caught sight of the X-ray LASER perched atop the dead-center of the expanse. "Yeah, it's no…no…problem. Hey…"

Fontaine had a keen eye on him and was about to turn the man away to escort him downward, but the device itself wasn't classified per se; it was only the combination of the Chief's key and the device together that processed any highly-sensitive information. Without one or the other, either item was about as useful as a paperweight. The technician continued to stare at the long, cylindrical body of it, saying, "Wow, is that one of those point-to-point LASER feeds?"

"Yes." he replied. "Next-gen model."

"Okay if I touch?"

"I don't mind."

The technician set his toolbox down again and gaited over to it. "This is some super-high-speed stuff." he said, running his fingertips over the comb-like flutings of the heatsinks. "Does it work well? Like, is it fast?"

"As lightening, so I'm told."

"Never used it before?"

"Not yet."

The civilian nodded. "Must be nice to get to play with all this cool stuff, though." He looked around the site slowly.

"It is, but not so much the LASER."

"Why's that?" the tech asked skeptically. "That thing is awesome."

"Can't just fire it up on a whim. You usually need prior authorization. It can go up to two-hundred watts on full gain so they hold our hands throughout the entire access sequence. I'll probably never get to see it in action."

"Too bad, sir. Well, sorry I couldn't help you out at all with the tropo. If it were me, I'd just throw the damned thing in the compactor, but good luck with it anyways."

The technician turned away toward the elevator, pausing briefly as he bent forward to scoop his toolbox off the ground.

The Chief Warrant tracked his movement until he stepped into the elevator and the doors slid shut.

Rion was out of options.

Or was he…

Rion removed his cap and threw it to the chair, then looked to the X-ray LASER. Where the old tropo shots were effective with their brutish, high-power hipfire methods, LASER-based communications were pinpoint-accurate and blazingly fast in terms of data rates. Much easier to operate too. He had minimal training on the ONI gear, but had to try something.

Stakes that the infrastructure setup team drove into the rooftop earlier had not budged at all. The attached metal tethers held the central pedestal taught in the middle. None of the gusts had fazed their emplacements. Worm gears near the anchors adjusted the tension on the pedestal, the single-use tethers stretched to their yield strength and not allowing the terminal's base even a millimeter of movement. The diode's servo motors continually adjusted the aperture's look angle in accordance with the ephemeris outputs of a small microwave relay nearby. The geo-positional coordinates were cast down to all users via wide-area-beam transponders from a satellite constellation high above. The diode was always moving, in theory, making imperceptible corrections in order to maintain the most accurate aim and the strongest signal at all times.

He glanced to the sky with a grimace. Could this have been the root cause of all the problems he experienced thus far? He wasn't sure, but he would find out in a moment.

"Alright, you don't want to play nice? Well, then I'll just punch a hole right through you."

He bent down to the base of the diode and slid back a clear safety cover, revealing the main input power relay. He jabbed the backlit button and his action momentarily dimmed the pole lamps surrounding his work site. A nearby capacitance fusion coil instantly compensated for the ripple.

Rion backed away and reached inside another transit case, retrieving from the internal foam liner a large pair of glasses. He donned the ocular transducers, activated them with a turn of a knob mounted atop one of the ear stems. The heavily-tinted lenses obscured everything until charge-coupled devices inside whined to life. The display flickered once before gradually brightening. After a brief POST routine and some fast-scrolling text, he configured maximum attenuation as he swiveled about to face the LASER diode. In real-time, the AN/PEC-1B Wavelength Conditioning Kit (known in ONI inner circles as The WaCK) would convert the extremely-high-energy emission into something he could see with his own two eyes for visual confirmation.

Currently, he could see a faint ray which the false-color display of the goggles had tinged a dull-red for him. He toggled the color to green, the most easily receptive to human eyesight. Brighter and clearer now, he slowly dialed out more attenuation until it was luminous enough not to induce discomfort. It was a very pure 540-nanometer wavelength as denoted in one corner of the display. Rion couldn't help but follow its vector skyward. The ray was straight and pierced right through the clouds. Of course, Rion couldn't see anything beyond that layer of the sky, but this exciting display continued to steal his attention, betraying the urgency of his situation. Though propagating in wavelengths invisible to human eyesight, the LASER light was surely the brightest thing in the solar system right now.

Visual confirmation was unmistakable: the light source was correctly calibrated right out of the box as the goggle's in-built diagnostics confirmed this not an instant later. He could see tiny motes of dust suspended in the beam flicker and flash as they rode in and out among the prevailing winds. Instantly, another beam of light appeared, seeming to occupy the same space as the one he just activated. Of course, that was the return beam originating from the spacecraft in geostationary orbit, now colored a polar-opposite red.

Bi-directional communications was now established. The distant-end (the ONI Alpha Site) had received Fontaine's signal, and now they were transmitting back. Out of curiosity, Rion glanced toward the far-East and could see an identical red beam angled sky-high, the brightness of it able to rival broad daylight itself were it still light out. He grinned knowing that only he and maybe one other on this planet could see what was taking place this calm, ordinary night. He deactivated the false-color image and the beam in the far distance instantly vanished. He studied his equipment again.

The fiber optic cable snaking away from the end of the diode was plugged into another hand-held console just a few meters away. Fontaine walked over to it and woke up the operating system, resting the discarded WaCK on top of a transit case. Mounted on the largest side of this other console was a pair of eye cups. He removed their dust cover and pressed a switch to begin a software program. He gazed inward with wide eyes, the retina scan instantly verifying his identity. He flipped the device over, inspecting a metal tag that was TIG-welded to its chassis. There, stenciled on top was the device's serial number and another pair of alphanumeric sets denoting login and password credentials. He memorized them instantly.

Flipping the device over again to show the touch display and eyecups, he typed in the characters. The LASER beam modulated his data and sent it skyward. Another instant and the program revealed he was authenticated and authorized to proceed further into ONI's database. The banner of this current image depicted the ONI logo, that proud bird of prey perched atop the all-seeing eye. Nearby was Rion's rank and credentialing, thumbnail images of his biometrics, and a list of open tasks coming from the central server, but something else caught his attention immediately.

Near the top was a flashing sub-banner, a linked message. He stared at it and blinked twice, the browser program navigating to a new page.

Taking up all the space on-screen was a bold-red three-letter acronym: **ENM**

"Emergency Notification Message." he mumbled to himself. Operators were required to open any ENM that displayed itself on the portal, no matter what their current circumstances were at the time. All ONI personnel, from field agents to the head of Section III, literally had to drop what they were doing and acknowledge these urgent message identifiers. "This better be good."

It stopped flashing a few seconds later and loaded another program. The lone progress bar stalled at first, so the Chief removed his face from the eyecups and looked around, making sure no one else occupied the rooftop. After a few more seconds, the loader finished very quickly, the message likely consisting of mostly text and very little multimedia. It chimed to seize his attention and stopped chiming once Rion looked down into it again, pressing the gasket against his facial features. The resolution instantly calibrated to his eyesight and sharpened to his liking. What he saw was a heavily-coded message that could only be deciphered with a specific PKI credential, one that only equally-specific agents of ONI possessed. On a sidereel of the display, the transcript snippet denoted an asymmetric encryption algorithm that was hashed in what amounted to a 16-round quantum key whose modulus measured in the tenths of thousands of bits.

"What?"

The tenured Chief Warrant Officer had never seen or heard of this level of encryption. He already knew that any text sent along in ENM formats were actually aggregated images composed of nano-pixels, each of them many times smaller than the width of a human hair. This meant that the viewer needed a special device such as the one Rion currently had in order just to correctly display everything. Even further, the algorithm used to encrypt the resultant image was based off the composition of the nano-pixels themselves, making it impossible to reverse-decrypt a message if some unauthorized person was able to intercept the transmission, and that very transmission was immensely-coded to begin with. Such robust, layered safeguards made him shift his hunched-over stance and squint harder as he further scrutinized the message header.

He found the sender's address which was also hashed, as well as the recipients' addresses, which then made his eyes go wide.

There, in plain text was the unmistakable broadcast address of all Fs in hexadecimal format: an all-hands communiqué directed at every single node the UNSC currently had in existence, galaxy-wide.

Rion backed away from the terminal and fished his cargo pocket for a cigarette. He shakily rubbed a finger against the activation strip and began puffing. After the first hit of nicotine, he closed his eyes and breathed as deeply and steadily as he could, realizing his heart was pounding. He could hear the rhythmic thump in between his ears.

Another moment, he threw the cigarette butt to the ground and lunged inward again, working up the courage to finish reading.

Abetting his worst fear was another block of text displaying the code word: BLOODY ARROW.

There was no mistaking what this was.

Before generating the command for the machine to insert the private key into the infrastructure and start decryption, he closed his eyes once more.

He stabbed the switch and opened his eyes.

A torrent of prime numbers propagated down the length of the display, revealing the contents in near-real-time. In a few seconds, he saw the awful truth. It was confirmed. Reach was gone. That left only Earth in the immediate vicinity of whatever Covenant force just destroyed the last remaining stronghold of the military.

Chief Warrant Officer Rion Fontaine tossed all his equipment inside the tent and sprinted toward the elevator.


	3. World No More

**1852 Hours UTC, 21 September 2552 (Military Calendar)/****  
><strong>**Sol System, Earth, UNSC Science Outpost 01A-77**

**_World No More_**

In less than five minutes, Chief Fontaine rode the elevator to the ground floor, sprinted across the open walkway and took the other lift below-ground, now sprinting past the cafeteria not too far from the main entrance.

The only sounds he heard were his own, booming footsteps and his labored breathing. There were no people in sight.

He high-tailed it toward the looming T-junction, glancing every direction as he sped past the many smaller passages to either side, making sure not to miss all those other passageways. Both lengths of the interconnected sub-complexes were totally devoid of human activity. Going off memory, Rion slowed to a light jog down this familiar hallway and noted the Call Center to the right a few more strides ahead.

He peered into the windows of every office. No one.

After checking all of them, he began to open doors. No one.

Each office had a desk, two chairs, a computer terminal and a monitor. Nothing else.

Rion was unsure what to do, where to go. There were no clues as to the regulars' whereabouts.

He bounded to the far end of this hall and stopped at the terminating double doors. He tried to pull them both open, but they were locked. He pivoted one-eighty and recognized an exact same set of double doors in the opposite corridor far past the T-junction. He started walking that way, now cognizant of the fact that this entire level of the outpost was barren, regaining normal respiration as he walked.

He stopped. To his left was the Call Center. He glanced at the phone booths inside, down each length of the hall, and back again. He did this three times while rubbing his chin. One minute was all he needed. He stepped inside.

Again, he waited for his wife's answer, and to his content she luckily did.

"Hello?"

"Honey, it's me."

"Hey. Is everything alright? You sound winded."

"Yeah, just got back from the gym. Hey, listen, I was thinking we'd take a little vacation soon."

"Oh, really? Okay. I thought you were staying there for a while, though."

"Yeah, I Just meant that we could take a real nice getaway to my father's old cabin in Montana. Like…right when I get back from this deployment. I could meet you there."

"Yeah, okay. Sounds good. You just a little burned out?"

"Yeah, sort of. Why don't you and Audrey start heading there. Take my mother with you."

"Um, Rion, you're not talking about _right now, _are you?"

"Yeah, why not? It'll be real fun. Three lovely ladies taking a nice road trip out to the sticks. Cool, mountain air and fireside board games. Wait for me. I'll be there before you know it."

"It's not a good idea. You know your mother is easily unsettled."

"I know she's a little stubborn at times, but just force her to go with you. She's been sitting in that house all alone for too long. She'll thank you for it later. Oh, and when you get there, head down to the bunker and give all the generators a good test-fire. You know how shaky the power grid is up there. Fifteen minute run-time should do."

"I don't know, Rion, I just don't know. It's a big trip to be taking spur of the moment. Audrey's about to go on that field trip with all her friends and—"

"—Don't let her go on that trip!" Rion sighed and forced his composure again. "I'll meet you all at the cabin."

"What is going on, Rion?"

"You've gotta do this for me, okay? I can tell you more about it later when we're all together again. Just do it. Do it now."

"Is it bad?"

"…Yes."

"Like real bad?"

"…_Yes._"

* * *

><p><strong>1910 Hours UTC<br>Delta corridor, Sub-complex A**

"Hello!"

It was useless to carry on waiting for an answer that would never come.

Fontaine shook and pulled at the twin handles of the doors, again shouting, "Hello?! If you can hear me…you need to let me in! Reach is gone! The Covenant has glassed Reach!"

Rion shook the handles powerfully one last time and punched a fist into the hard steel.

He then relented, sighed and turned away.

Walking again, this time more slowly, he arrived at the T-junction in the middle. Once there, he stopped. A familiar chime sounded very close to him. Glancing down, he noticed the small LED pulsing on and off near his wrist. Rion pulled back the fabric cover of the transceiver sewn into his uniform and acknowledged the incoming message with a swipe of the hand.

"Hello." Rion answered tiredly.

"Chief, I understand you've been trying to gain access to the—"

"—Doctor, did you hear the news?"

"Yes, we know about Reach. I'm sorry we can't be there with you now, but everything here is alright. Feel free to stay underground as long as you wish, but we can't allow you any access further into the rest of the facility."

"What's the latest intel? Does anyone know _anything?_"

"You might be able to answer that question for yourself. I encourage you to retake your post. Perhaps something you can access via your own terminals will provide you the answers you need. We are somewhat engaged down here. I'll check up on you later. And our best hopes go to all those at Reach. Sorry, I must go."

The LED stopped blinking.

Rion refastened the nylon flap and carried on.

* * *

><p><strong>2030 Hours UTC<br>Rooftop**

Rion queued the LASER transmit function and once again a predictably brief surge drained its power source for a fraction of a second, the supplementary fusion coil nearby brightening and dimming just as quickly. Rion took another glance at the surrounding site, making sure everything was within spec in accordance with his diagrams.

He walked to the operator's console and once again logged into the secure grid. He glanced about the home portal page, scanning for anything that might look like an action item. There was only the message at the top time stamped to that fateful hour of the day he first received it. It no longer blinked, Fontaine having already acknowledged it and read it. He was still having trouble comprehending it.

No more urgent message identifiers since then, it seemed. He placed the device atop a crate.

Rion backpedaled and sat down in the cot under the cover of his tent, began kneading his hands together. He couldn't shake the jitters now that the adrenaline had fully subsided. He checked his right fist and felt the swelling over the knuckles now that he saw how reddened they were. His leg involuntarily started to bounce up and down rapidly as he looked around the interior, looking for something to eat and drink. He shot up and sauntered to the refrigerator the other Marines set up in the corner before they departed. Inside were only soda cans and junk food.

He deftly reached for a handful of anything, throwing them to the cot. Standing over them, he selected the dark-colored soft drink and a bag of barbeque potato chips. He tore the packaging open and started to consume its contents ravenously, washing a mouthful of the food down with the sweetened, syrupy beverage. A few more instances of this and he started to regain his calm. He looked around again, returning to the console.

Typing into the display, he navigated to the Significant Acts menu. Holding in a column were chronological events. If the Chief wanted, he could expand way out and have the system recall archives as far back as 2525, when the Covenant first made their violent introduction to the human race. Instead, he dialed into a one-month swath from today's date backward. Upon fully regaining his senses, Rion realized that news of Reach's destruction would require some time to make it to Earth. Hopefully, this secure portal was recently updated since he accessed the ENM earlier.

He opened another tab-view and reloaded that fateful message out of curiosity, checked the initiator's timestamp. After another brief round of key-exchange and decryption, Fontaine had the full contents of the communiqué converted from cipher text to plain text. Over a traditional SATCOM link, the procedure would've consumed a valuable five minutes. Via LASER, it was near-instantaneous. Refocusing, Rion scrutinized the details. The message was actually just one part in a forwarded string, Admiral Hood being the most recent forwarder. The original sender was identified as a Lieutenant Wagner, first name redacted. The recipient(s) from Hood's instance was UNSC/ALL PERSONNEL. The original was dated 4 SEP 2552. That meant Reach was glassed nearly a month before all this by Rion's own estimation. Switching tabs, the Chief Warrant scanned into that one-month span and also confirmed Tribute was lost.

"They got the whole Epsilon Eridani system."

A squawk sounded from an audio emitter housed inside the console and Rion peered into the eyecups.

BORDER GATEWAY ROUTING TO CWO5 RION FONTAINE  
>REQUESTER: COL JEFFREY KROMER<br>BLINK TWICE TO ACCEPT INCOMING VTC…

Fontaine accepted with two blinks. He backed away from the eyecups so as to observe the viewscreen directly beneath, and the remote server's two-way feed instantly fetched the display of his commanding officer at the ONI Alpha Site just a few dozen klicks distant.

"Chief," the field-grade officer greeted, "there you are. I've been awaiting your transmission for some time. You finally made it to the secure grid. And I see you received the Emergency Notification Message. What took so long between now and then?"

"Apologies, sir, there's some wicked interference going on. This LASER feed was the only one I could get to work."

"It's a good thing you have it up and running, because the mission cut-sheet is now null and void. As of this moment, you are to utilize only this asset unless extenuating circumstances dictate otherwise…and I'm talking _extreme _circumstances. Sole use of this communications channel should eliminate any possibility of our sessions being intercepted. Even though our encryption would take years to brute-force-hack, we're not taking any chances now. We'll need it for the bandwidth, too."

"What's going to happen next, sir?"

"First, I need to you connect a feed from this uplink to the facilities underground. Make it a high-throughput mux. There's a lot of high-value intel down there and they're going to need a secure and fast means of getting it to me. Link up with your contacts below the surface and back-brief them on these instructions if they have any questions or concerns. And speaking of which…consider yourself indoctrinated into COMINT Level Alpha. You are to fully lock down your systems, restrict them exclusively to your command biometrics, and ensure their fidelity and survivability at all costs."

"Sir, I'm not sure I can defend all this by myself."

"Don't worry, Chief, just hold fast. Reinforcements are in-bound. Keep this channel twenty-four-seven hot and await further instruction. Alpha Site, out."

* * *

><p><strong>2230 Hours UTC<br>Surface**

The Chief worked tirelessly for the last two hours, unwinding a massive spool of fiber optic cable as he descended the ramp level by level. He let gravity assist the rolling reel, as heavy as it was. It contained more than three-hundred meters of tri-armored, Kevlar reinforced plastic-clad silica.

Rion did the best he could to emplace the slithering line off to the side of the driveway in the event more vehicles were to access this place. The hasty cable run was not exactly a measure of Fontaine's work ethic, but this had to be done and time was of the essence. The Colonel had mentioned reinforcements were coming as well, though he didn't say who and how many they numbered.

Once to the bottom, Rion wiped a generous amount of sweat from his brow and began rolling the entire Aluminum-framed reel across the walkway. After another minute of this laborious activity, he knelt down next to a raised junction box and popped its door open with the aid of a pair of pliers. Inside was a patch panel. Rion tipped the reel over on its side so that I could no longer roll, pulled the pigtail from its end and began feeding all of its terminations through a bottom-side conduit. Once the entirety of the fan-out end was slid past the grommet, he had all the individual connectors locked in under two minutes.

He sealed the outer dust cover and said, "Ship-shape."

The Chief hailed the Doctor over his forearm radio.

"Yes, Fontaine. Go."

"Doctor, I've emplaced a high-speed fiber cable topside so you can have a direct link to ONI. I was told to do this by the—"

"—Understood, Chief. We'll take it from here. We appreciate it greatly."

"What do I do now?"

"Are you hungry?"

"Starving, but I can't leave my post."

"Understood. We'll have someone deliver."

* * *

><p><strong>2315 Hours UTC<br>Rooftop**

He was just about to stand up to move about when he caught Max Schweinfurt stepping into view just as the light behind his back choked off, the elevator doors closing. The man look tired and on the verge of crashing should he be able to sit down and relax. Rion walked towards the engineer and met him halfway.

"Max. What's been going on? What are you all doing down there anyway?"

"Busy down there. Got a lot of data to process. Came to get you some food."

He handed Rion a Styrofoam container and a clear plastic cup full of water.

"I told the Doctor that a new fiber link is in place at the surface. I guess I'm your primary path out to ONI."

Max was delayed in replying to the Marine, his mind preoccupied on something. It was then in that hesitation that Rion heard the engineer start to sob. Had Max been even a meter more distant, Rion would never have picked up on it. The civilian was holding back something, some sadness, and was doing an incredibly good job at it. He must've sensed the Marine's recognition of it despite the dim rooftop ambiance.

"My father was to leave Reach. I don't know if he made it out before the Covenant attacked or if he's still there."

Rion squeezed the man's shoulder and said, "You just have to believe, Max. Keep trying to contact him and always hope for the best."

Max nodded and wiped at his nose with one sleeve of his labcoat. "I need to go eat something. Excuse me."

* * *

><p><strong>0015 Hours UTC<br>Rooftop**

Max had picked up a lot of food for Rion and left without so much as a thank you from the Chief. Rion felt bad about it now that he was full, but then again Max had left in a hurry before he could offer his gratitude. He thought about venturing downward to check up on the man, but the Colonel was explicit about the site's modified security posturing. Rion would adhere to it steadfastly. He then thought about retiring to his twelfth-level sleeping tent, which was more spacious and comfortable than this rooftop ops tent. It was certainly quieter down there, away from the humming of fusion coils and cooling fans. In order to get to that point, though, Rion would have to run his orderwire cables down that way in order to keep tabs on the priceless gear and be alerted if something happened to the state of the link. That wasn't happening.

He was far too tired to make more work for himself. He was ready to crash. Though it was just a cot, he finally felt at ease as he sank into its canvass bottom. His lids began to sink just as his body did. Before dozing off, he thought about this new development. He still couldn't fathom Reach—the most well-defended territory in all of human history—being snuffed out. Even by the Covenant. Reach was always the galaxy's ballast against the merciless onslaught of the Covenant, the one true constant that all combatants held onto. The one place they could always run to in victory or defeat.

Re-arm there. Re-deploy _from_ there.

The anchor. The fallback point. The bastion.

He couldn't picture it falling.

He couldn't believe they now had a straight shot to Earth. How much time remained?


	4. The Cosmic Background

**0710 Hours UTC, 22 September 2552 (Military Calendar)/****  
><strong>**Sol System, Earth, UNSC Science Outpost 01A-77  
>Rooftop, Parking Garage<strong>

**_The Cosmic Background_**

A harsh blaring was what woke Fontaine out of his slumber.

He rose slowly, not readily recognizing whatever was chirping so loudly and rhythmically. Like lightening, he shot up and laced up his boots. He'd slept in his clothes.

Once the fog of sleep was rubbed away from his eyes, the Chief looked around the tent for the GUI. Though the audible alarm was a warbling, shrill tone, the display was green and did not hint at any problems or past events. To be sure, he sent a ping to a well-known host address on the other side and instantly received a set of echo-request replies. All message protocols were confirmed to be functioning. He power-cycled the console just to make sure it wasn't glitching.

But the alarms still sounded while the handheld GUI softly powered down and back up again.

He searched for the source of noise, then realized it was two sources of noise simultaneously, just barely out of synch with one another.

He glanced around. From the corner of his eye, the display for the tropo scatter console could be seen bathed in a tell-tale bright-red. He lunged towards it, scooped it up and confirmed the major error interrupt prompt boldly announcing itself as error messages tended to do. He acknowledged the notification, therefore silencing it, and tossed it to the floor, saying, "Whatever."

Scanning for the other console belonging to the SATCOM—which had also experienced the same kind of fate from recent troubleshooting efforts—he soon located it, muting its incessant audible outputs instantly.

Silence.

He sighed. "Now I can get some damned sleep. Don't need either of you anymore, anyway."

The alarms re-sounded.

"Ugh."

Rion rose again and silenced both alarms with a swift jab of a finger on each display, then strode outside to each pedestal and disconnected the console cables at the ports, replacing their dust covers. He then returned to the tent and the meager comfort of the cot, wholly prepared to doze off until he was needed again. But he could see activity on the display of the spectrum analyzer he still had connected to the receive side of the SATCOM's MODEM. Its traces were dancing all over the display.

But it wasn't just the new, erratic interference that caught his attention. It was the fact that it was the noise floor itself meandering all over the digitized chart. He stared at it.

"What the…"

The only time this ever happened was when he tried to get the RF equipment to transmit out. He expected this anomaly to change, to instantly revert back to normal. All communications professionals—from newly-trained technicians to theoretical scholars—knew that the noise floor was ever-constant, never-changing. And there were no other carriers within a hundred megahertz in either direction, so Rion knew there was no reason this should be happening.

He ran out to the SATCOM dish and deactivated the auto-track servo motors, then grasped the rotary wheel of a crank and began winding it clockwise. As he did so, the elevation angle of the dish rapidly changed. It started to deflect upward, its angle obtusely high such that nothing much would strike its parabolic reflector and provide anything of tangible value to the diagnostic equipment registering this spurious behavior.

Once he placed the dish outside in a bird-bath orientation, he ran back inside, rushing to the display of the analyzer.

The display was still a disaster. The noise floor was shaking up and down and pulsating as if trying to carry an ordered set of data. The whole horizontal domain was a choppy, disorganized wave. Rion shook his head.

"This is too much."

He scooped up the LASER's user console and confirmed it had completed its power-cycle, a flashing prompt now awaiting his commands. He issued a single ping to the LAN of the central server and instantly received a reply. This meant he was still in contact with the only asset that was still functioning over the only link in his stable that was still operational. This gave the Chief Warrant Officer some elation. The prime [and only] path was still green. But what he was witnessing in the lower reaches of the electromagnetic spectrum was unheard of.

He then stood up, straightened out his fatigues and dialed into the HQ office, direct to Colonel Kromer.

"Fontaine?"

The field-grade officer's face looked somewhat droopy as well, the man obviously spending his nights at his post just like Fontaine. The hair was tattered just like his uniform.

"Sir, can you or any of your aides confirm any interference over the UHF through EHF bands?"

"Is this urgent, Chief? We need to conserve all the spectrum we can out of this link. Remember that this is a priority asset for those folks out there and we're now sharing in their bandwidth."

"Sir, this information could allow me to narrow down the source of interference out here and potentially resurrect both of my downed terminals."

"Roger, stand by."

Rion turned up the volume on the console's loudspeaker and skipped over crates and piles of clothes and made his way to the fridge. He retrieved another soda and popped the top, taking a few swallows before meandering back to the console's display.

"Chief, Kromer here. Negative, we are not experiencing any interference on those frequency bands. Again, we'll do what we can in sending you some replacement hardware for whatever you have that's in the red. You need to hold fast until reinforcements arrive. I'll try to arrange it so the new equipment is sent along with them."

"Sir, who is coming to reinforce me?"

The Colonel chuckled before he replied, the eyes squinting. "The Seventh Army, no less, so sit tight. You'll be in good hands."

* * *

><p><strong>0807 Hours UTC<br>Rooftop**

Rion could hear them. UH-144 Falcons on approach from maybe a few klicks distant. Their twirling blades buffeted the wind, sonic pulses propagating far into every direction. He sat up and peered outside the ops tent. Originating from the Eastern horizon, a small squadron of combat aircraft appeared as angry specs inside the rising sun, drawing ever closer.

"Here comes the cavalry."

Rion donned the entirety of his uniform and stepped outside, zipping up the tent's lining. He glanced around at the state of the place. It was a sty. He'd let its condition depreciate over the days since his arrival. All he'd cared about lately was the condition of the X-ray LASER link. Everything else became tertiary. He began to unpeg the SATCOM from the ground, reeling in its swiveling feet and stowing everything else associated with the terminal. He glanced rearward and noted the approaching aircraft again—gaining fast on the parking garage in a staggered beeline formation.

Back to the task, this time more quickly, of clearing an LZ for at least one of the birds, Rion tripped over one of the grounding rods anchored into the floor and flew forward. He saved the terminal from tumbling over the nearby ledge on his way down, but the right knee took the brunt of the impact upon crashing into the concrete. He rolled over to his side and winced at the pain. He rubbed it for a few seconds, then shot back up. He limped to the tent, unzipped the entryway and took a seat on the cot. He rolled his pant leg up and examined the kneecap, noting only a small scrape and a diminutive amount of blood. He assumed the pain would soon subside and flicked the fabric back over his leg, draping it over the boot again, tucking the excess beneath an elastic blousing strap. He glanced upward and across the tent's interior. Something in the display of the spectrum analyzer then made him stare at it. He witnessed a behavior completely different than minutes before.

The cabling remained connected to the MODEM, the spectrum analyzer still picking up anything the terminal's aperture received outside.

And this display told all.

Now the strange waveform was at least one-hundred times stronger than before with a new Δ value of +20dB.

He slowly stood again, leaving the tent and walking toward the outdoor gear. Half its chassis was draped over the parapet, its feed boom pointed nearly straight down toward the desert floor. The only thing holding it there was its heavy base. The tilt-rotor formation was getting louder, making the Chief Warrant Officer glance rearward again. He focused back to the site and forgot about the SATCOM terminal resting awkwardly on the edge of the roof where the ground met the chest-high ledge.

The only thing left to do was push the old tropo terminal from its spot and relocate it to some corner, which by Rion's estimation would clear enough area for two of these airframes to land safely.

He jogged over to that antiquated equipment and threw his shoulder low into the middle of the chassis, thrusting his entire weight forward. It complied, though the sectioned roof panels worked against him every time the edge of the rigid terminal transitioned over them. After another thirty seconds and some heavy exertion, the gear thudded into the low wall. He withdrew from the olive-drab burden and spun around. The VTOL aircraft were on final approach and the rotor wash from the exposed fans articulated his way and swept large amounts of air down onto the rooftop, once again throwing dust plumes everywhere.

The Chief covered his face and bent lower while backpedaling to another ledge, pinning his back there while two of the craft descended.

In between the obscuring wisps of dust careening in and out of sight, he uncapped his eyes and confirmed both vessels had a full load of troops on-board, most of them sitting on the flanking support skids with the mounted chainguns angled down. They were fully armed as were the Falcons themselves. Within thirty seconds, their flat chines touched down onto the surface with a gentle thump and the fans spun down to an idle, the troops immediately dismounting. Rion jogged toward the scene and met them halfway.

"Chief Fontaine. Good to see you. You the Seventh?"

A senior-ranking, brawny NCO with a uniquely-Army patch sewn into the sleeves extended a hand while stopping in place. "Yes. Sergeant First Class Hickman, Nine-Oh-Sixth Air Cav., Third Battalion. We're here to support you. This all your stuff?"

"Yes," Rion said, making introductions, "this is all of it."

Fontaine looked around. All told, there were twelve troops occupying the rooftop, not including him. More were somewhere down below. The pilots soon exited the birds and strolled closer to the group that gradually coalesced around Fontaine and the leader of this unit. Everyone had convened near the tails of the Falcons.

"Alright, troops," the SFC ordered, gesturing outward, "set up shop." He refocused to the Chief. "Mind if we talk inside your tent over there?"

* * *

><p><strong>0825 Hours UTC<br>Rooftop**

"They'd have to have a pretty massive fleet to take down Reach." Rion said, breaking the silence.

The NCOIC of the newly-arrived combat support unit finished disseminating some additional orders to his soldiers and was now hydrating from a cold bottle of water taken from the fridge. He was a stout, yet tall soldier, filling out the clinging uniform, the stitching bulging from a solid mass of lean muscle within.

"…And if they get here before the rest of the friendly fleets do, we're not gonna be able to—"

"—Nope." Hickman shook his head. "The orbital defense grid came online a week ago. No Covenant fleet is going to be able to get through that kind of mess. And if they do make it downstairs, we'll finish 'em off for dessert like Zanzibar spicecake."

Rion nodded, pursing his lips, hoping the Army Sergeant would be proved correct if the Covenant was in fact en route to Earth. But even as the two spoke in perfect safety, the Chief couldn't help but feel that Earth was no more prepared for full-scale invasion than Reach was up until just one week ago. Having such a vast, powerful network of orbital Super MACs was a reassurance, but it was just old technology used in extreme application. The Covenant always were more advanced. The UNSC was just competing against them in their shadow.

"So," Fontaine said, breathing deep, "Earth defenses are on high alert?"

"Yes, indeed. UEG's placed all the armed forces at DEFCON Two."

"How many did you bring here with you?"

"There's another couple of Falcons down below and an Attack Hornet in case we need the heavy air support. Another thirteen troops should be making their way up the building right now."

"Is that going to be enough?"

"Not really sure, just following my orders. I leave the strategic thinking to Colonel Mattis."

"No shit. That's your commander?" Rion sat straight up. "Colonel Mattis from Sigma Octanus?"

Hickman nodded. "Just transferred in from that system a few months ago."

"I read about him. Man's a legend in Wide Area Repulsion."

"Well, he ought to be." Hickman shrugged. "He co-authored the training doctrine for that program. Leads the Nine-Oh-Sixth Brigade now." The NCOIC lifted a water bottle and stole a few gulps between conversation, pointing toward Fontaine's spectrum analyzer. "That thing supposed to be doing that?"

"No, but I ain't worried about it right now."

Of course, Fontaine _was _worried about this, but too many things were happening at once.

"Not a priority for me."

"Did you need a hand recovering that antenna out there? I saw it balancing on the edge."

"Sure, why not?"

The two stepped outside.

"Was it us that knocked it over on approach?"

"No, it wasn't the Falcons. I brought it down by mistake. Actually, I might've kicked the damned thing over subconsciously." Rion chuckled, spitting at the ground.

In lockstep, they reached the terminal and pulled it back from the brink, setting it gently down a few meters inward from the vertical parapet. Rion gazed Westward again, noting Kilimanjaro with a clear view.

"You'd think it would never come to this." Rion sighed.

"Yep..." the battle-hardened Hickman said with a grunt, following the Chief's sights. He then pivoted one-eighty and scrutinized Mombasa in the far distance. "...seems like our fight here is just about to begin."


	5. Reinforcements And More Reinforcements

**1200 Hours UTC, 22 September 2552 (Military Calendar)/****  
><strong>**Sol System, Earth, UNSC Science Outpost 01A-77****  
><strong>**Rooftop, Parking Garage**

**_Reinforcements And More Reinforcements_**

"I've got plenty of MREs here and in the larger tent downstairs, but I say to hell with that. Send your troops below decks to get some real food. Outpost owes it to us, I figure." Rion stepped to the other side of the tent and powered down the spectrum analyzer, its screen fading to black. He was tired of seeing it, the mockery of his failures.

"Sounds good to me." Hickman replied. "Lead the way when you're ready." The SFC peered through a slit in the outer lining of the tent and shot up, hurrying outside. A pilot could be seen sitting in the open canopy of one of the Falcons, waving the NCOIC onward. Fontaine stayed behind and tidied up the floor of the tent, shoving some of the transit cases up against the walls. He left the outer lining open hoping to air out the interior and strolled out.

It was high-noon and the perfect time to break for lunch. Since then, the Army unit set up an impressive perimeter in accordance with their NCOIC's strategy. Even more camouflage tarps were raised and held taught by parachute cord, the mesh obscuring their presence even more. Everyone appreciated the extra sunshade it produced, no doubt. A four-point formation of soldiers manned each of the walls serving as lookouts, though with no action and not much to do, they each hunkered down and sat on the rooftop behind the cover of their respective parapets. They'd completed as much as could be asked of a soldier at present. Gear and weapons were checked and safed, all items inventoried, all on-site procedures memorized. They were left to their own devices.

Rion glanced onward to Hickman, the Senior NCO listening in on a radio relay transmission from one of the Falcon's blade antennas.

"Alright, everyone, it's official!" Hickman hollered, marching to the center of the expanse near the LASER. "Force Protection Condition Delta, INFOCON Delta. This is now a no-salute zone. You know the drill!"

Immediately, all the members of the topside security detail left their current areas and sprang into motion, all hands fabricating a defensive fighting position made mostly of indigenous brick and concrete tile and leftover construction materials. The cannibalization of all the loose items impressed the Chief as he watched them assemble it all together. Rion would join the improvisational effort himself if not for their speed and attention to detail. The more he observed them, the more he was afraid he'd only get in their way.

The newly-erected barricade at the mouth of the only access ramp and the six men now holding it would either cripple or utterly destroy anything that thought it could enter this camp uninvited, as a trio of pod-mounted heavy machine guns now bore down in that direction. Arranged in a horseshoe fashion, the multi-vector firepower would decimate nearly anything attempting to breach that sector. Two of the guns emplaced forty-five degrees from the apex were AIE-486H variants, able to dispense thirty caliber, polymer-tipped projectiles at an overwhelming rate of fire, essentially encapsulating any non-friendly vehicle in a two-sided death trap. The gun recessed slightly further away at the apex was the standard belt-fed M247H Turret taken from one of the Falcons, with an even higher rate of fire and a much larger .50 cal hollow-point round, ideally suited to mow down enemy walkers.

The Chief noted the impressive kill box with a high brow as he quickened his step to reach Hickman. These Army guys weren't playing around.

"So much for lunch." Fontaine mumbled.

"Let's get you a weapon." Hickman said, smiling at the Chief. "_Then,_ we'll eat."

* * *

><p><strong>1230 Hours UTC<br>Rooftop**

"So does anyone have any intel on Covenant fleet positioning? Are they en route?"

"If anyone knows something, we haven't heard it. _My_ squad, that is. We're just the advance team, but it doesn't matter. The Nine-Oh-Sixth is inbound-imminent."

"You mean the whole Brigade?"

"Basically."

"Holy…I didn't think _that _many reinforcements were coming. They must be expecting something to happen here. Wow, I get it now. That's why I'm here and why the VIPs downstairs need this LASER link up and running. I wasn't prepared for this at all. None of us were."

"Nah, relax, Chief. Don't read too much into it. We've exercised this scenario a few times before. This ain't our first rodeo."

"Real glad you Seventh folks are here. I doubt any colony had things as rehearsed as you all do."

"Whenever the Earth's defense forces get placed on high alert, we send an advance team here—_us—_and provide ingress security and logistics support for the mother ship."

"Mattis and the herd?"

"Like I said, he'll be here real soon. Try not to get too excited when you see it happen. Mattis expects the highest competence from everyone. He's been known to take charge of neighboring units as well. Just don't let him get under your skin, you know what I mean?"

"Try not to let him run me over, okay? I've got my mission. I can't leave my post for just about any reason."

"I was only half kidding there. He's not going to bat one eyelash when he sees you, trust me. You'll be left alone."

"I guess they'll be hunkering down inside this structure, then, which is totally fine by me. There's loads of room."

Hickman glanced around, saying, "Not much choice in the matter. I doubt you'll protest the extra protection, though."

"Where do you think the Colonel will be staying? Where's your money on?"

"I'm not a bettin' man, but I'd guess he'd want to be one level below."

"Any reason?"

"One level down is close enough to the rooftop, but not directly exposed to enemy fire either."

"You think it'll come to that here?"

"Doubt it." Hickman said, scanning the horizon with squinted eyes. He wheeled around to face due East, paying particular attention to the twin cities of Mombasa. He peered into a pair of binoculars. Through the haze, it was just clear enough to see the demarcation point between Old and New Mombasa, where the faceted, seaside metropolis just about overshadowed the worn, adobe ghettos further inland. If he stared hard enough and tweaked the collimation and focus of the optics, Hickman could probably make out the spars of the 105 E Bridge connecting the two landmasses together. The monolithic Alpha Site could easily be seen with its distinctive silhouette, and there was no missing the New Mombasa Uplift, the orbital tether that towered to heights unseen and beyond. "There's nothing for miles in every direction from this rooftop, but there's a lot of eye candy in that place over there." Hickman said, still staring into the lively port-city. "That's the _first_ thing the Covenant is going to want to fire upon if they make it to East Africa. I'd bet upon it."

"Thought you said you weren't a bettin' man." Rion smirked.

"No, I meant what I said. I only gamble with my life, not my money."

* * *

><p><strong>1315 Hours UTC<br>Rooftop**

Chief Warrant Officer Fontaine clasped the claws of the web belt shut and pulled an adjustment strap, cinching it over his waist. Firmly attached to it was the holstered M6C sidearm to the right flank and an extra pair of clips to the left.

"Alright, troops!" Hickman hollered, standing on top of a waist-high transit case. "Job's over and it's lunch time. You all kicked ass today. Let's get downstairs and eat."

The NCOIC waved Fontaine on to lead the way down, proudly marching toward the far elevator, and was then halted by the sight of a small flight of drones cresting over a ledge adjacent to the lift. A resonant hum filled the air as they neared. Cradled beneath them were clear Tupperware containers.

"Nevermind," Hickman said over his shoulder, "we've got room service." The NCOIC smiled and awaited the civilian drop to commence.

The drones formed up in a staggered line and descended to the floor near the soldiers, their retention claws releasing the containerized meals onto the surface before them. The quadracopters gyrated and sped off, stowing their thin crane arms in mid-flight and descending out of view once they cleared the farthest ledge.

One of the units stayed behind and emitted a pre-recorded message. Rion recognized the speaker as the Doctor he'd hardly seen since he first arrived.

"_Greetings, everyone. Expect a daily delivery at this time, courtesy of the IRIS Site. Buon Appetito."_

The last drone sped off past the farthest parapet and sank back from where it came.

* * *

><p><strong>1345 Hours UTC<br>Level-Twelve, Parking Garage**

"Now _that _hit the spot." Hickman grunted, inspecting his outer garments for loose crumbs.

"Yeah, they really do have some of the best food here." Rion said, nodding. "Hey, look at that. Dirtcake."

The Chief clawed at the wrapping and broke the desert pastry in two, handing the other half to the brawny Sergeant.

Savoring the flavor, the two carried on in silence, all personnel crowded in the center of the rooftop between the Chief's tent and the LASER terminal, all sitting beneath the shade of the camouflage canopy.

"Do we just leave these containers up here?" Staff Sergeant Buckley asked, standing up. "Or do we walk them down to the…ground floor or something?"

"Not sure," Rion said, "this is my first time ordering in."

A minute after the junior NCO asked the question, the same drones as before once again crested the rooftop ledge and sped toward the troops' location, hovering at first, then slowly coming to rest on the rooftop surface. Their thin, rigid extrusions splayed outward. One by one, all personnel moseyed to a drone of their choosing and placed the sealed Tupperware boxes on top of the extended appendages, and one by one the copters flew away.

"I could get used to this." Rion said grinning.

"Hear that?" Hickman said. He turned around to face East again, cupping one ear.

Far off in the distance, Pelican gunships could be heard.

The sunlight shone down upon a large, fuzzy spec in the distance.

"You weren't kidding." Fontaine blurted out, jogging to the Eastern parapet. He buttressed his weight against the ledge, scanning that horizon with squinted eyes. From this vantage, the inbound brigade appeared as a massive, cohesive dust cloud that vectored straightly toward the site on its own accord.

"Everything finalized?" Hickman asked one of his staff sergeants.

"Yes, Sergeant."

"Alright, then we can finally get this thing into gear." Hickman turned to face Fontaine. "And you can get the latest intel, too."

* * *

><p><strong>1350 Hours UTC<br>Rooftop**

The true cavalry, both armored and airborne, had arrived.

The mass of aircraft maintained a hover directly over the mechanized brigade as it just about reached the foot of the parking garage towering above. Once in the immediate vicinity, the flying formation broke off from the ground forces and strafed counter-clockwise about the establishment one rotation, blotting out the sun as they veered completely around the parking garage. Warthogs could be heard filing into the levels below by the twos, ascending the innards at breakneck speeds.

Rion smiled.

After another moment, the flock of aircraft descended vertically into the desert plain in a pattern that encircled the structure, a tsunami of dirt impacting the high walls and shooting straight up, nearly reaching as high as the parapets. A single Warthog then crested the final ramp and drove slowly to the only empty space remaining on the rooftop. Hickman immediately turned toward the new arrivals and once the driver and passenger dismounted, the Sergeant First Class gaited closer.

"Sir, what's the word?"

The officer riding shotgun immediately surveyed the area from where he stood. "Operation Valkyrie is a go."

"Yes, sir, understood. Everything seems to be in good shape for us up here. We're ready." Hickman glanced back and waved Fontaine onward. "When was the last time you were out this way, Captain?"

He smiled beneath a helmet. "…Seems like too long ago."

Once the Warrant Officer came within a few paces of the two, he rendered his respects to the Army Captain with a nod. "Sir, Chief Fontaine, Office of Naval Intelligence."

"Captain Stern, Shield Company. Some pretty impressive stuff you got up here."

"Some of it anyways." Rion shrugged. "Whenever it's working."

"Well, Chief, it seems like our missions will be overlapping. We appreciate you sharing this space with us."

"To all our benefit, Captain. Glad you're all here."

"I'm told that we have something for you, some kind of SATCOM hardware."

"Oh, great."

"I'll have a Hog fetch it soon. Where would you like it?"

"We'll swap it out where the old one is over by my ops tent."

Stern looked around again, the hard lines of his face meeting his new environment. After a brief gander, he addressed all present with as loud a voice as he could muster. "Alright, the Colonel should be here real soon. Everyone standby. Sergeant Hickman, do you have a sit-rep prepared?"

* * *

><p><strong>1400 Hours UTC<br>Rooftop**

Rion could hear another resonant hum in the distance.

"Hey, Warrant," the Captain said, addressing Fontaine, "can I use your tent for a minute?"

"Go for it." Rion said absentmindedly while strolling up the Eastern parapet once again. Peering outward, he could see a massive armored vehicle on approach. A tall, rectangular shape. It could only be a UNSC Elephant.

"That's the Command Post."

Rion glanced to his side and found a young Lieutenant there, the gold bar sewn to his fatigues looking new and not discolored as so many others' rank insignias were among the 906th.

"Calvin Reed," he said, extending a hand, "Shield Company, First Platoon."

"Rion Fontaine."

The Chief shook the man's hand.

"Colonel Mattis likes to stay mobile whenever he can."

"I hear his reputation precedes him."

"If the world was about to come to an end," the young Lieutenant said, nodding, "I'd follow him anywhere in it. He taught us everything we know."

Rion looked outward again. The massive column of dirt particulate was doubly large as before, slowly but steadily approaching. Through that widening, dusty tail was Mombasa.

"Man," the Chief shook his head, "there must be something really important going on down below."

"Why do you say that?" Reed asked. "What's down below?"

Rion scratched at his chin. "Truthfully, I wish I knew. All I know is that I'm their link out to the outside world right now. But you'd think a force this size wouldn't neglect a whole city as big as Mombasa, especially when there's so many strategic assets all clustered there."

"We're not." Reed scoffed. "This is just a fraction of the Nine-Oh-Sixth." The Lieutenant pointed out toward the twin cities. "The rest stays out there, where all the shit's gonna happen."

"So, what, this parking garage is now the headquarters?"

"Yes, Chief."

"So are all of you staying here for the time being?"

"Hopefully." The LT glanced rearward at Stern conversing with Hickman as they stepped inside Fontaine's ops tent. "But something tells me Stern's gonna throw us into the deep water and see if we can swim, like always."

"Your OIC over there?"

"Gung-ho mofo if there ever was one. The other butter-bars are going to try and dissuade him from being so…bloodthirsty…but we've got a good feeling he's gonna volunteer to rush in as soon as something kicks off. That's how it always happens with him. He sticks to the script at first, but then something takes a hold and makes him want to just send in the whole company guns-blazing." He pivoted to face the Chief. "You ever know any officers like that?"

"Can't say that I have." Rion smirked at the Lieutenant. "You prior enlisted?"

"Yeah. What gave it away?"

"The way you talk about other officers. You don't exactly come off as some polished-up CAMS grad."

Reed smirked back. "Good. Because if Earth really is all that's left, we're gonna need people like you more than anyone else. People with some Goddamn experience. I almost can't believe I have to speak about another officer this way, but I can't help myself. It's true. He's after brownie points or something, we just want to survive and win."

The Chief turned toward the interior of the rooftop, slowly withdrawing from the ledge. More troops enacted their pre-established battle plans, now disseminating anti-material sniper rifles to one another in an assembly line fashion and ferrying them to the ledges.

"Excuse me, sirs." one of them said.

Fontaine shuffled out of the soldier's way as two ammo cans filled with fully-loaded box magazines were set down by his feet. Next, one of the high-power rifles was gently lowered by the junior NCO's two hands, the butt stock of it now resting on the ground and the muzzle brake leaning up against the top of the parapet.

Before Rion could take more stock of his surroundings, another soldier stole his view.

"Chief, Staff Sergeant Lake. Your new equipment is here."

"Excellent. Thank you. Who wants to make some morale calls?"


	6. What Lies Beneath

**1425 Hours UTC, 22 September 2552 (Military Calendar)/****  
><strong>**Sol System, Earth, UNSC Science Outpost 01A-77****  
><strong>**Rooftop, Parking Garage**

_**What Lies Beneath**_

Fontaine waved the two Privates onward encouragingly, backpedaling with their cadence as they hefted the new SATCOM terminal toward a location the Chief was designating. "Set 'er down as easy as you can, and I'll take it from there."

Rion shoved the old terminal out of the way, then disconnected all its cabling so it could be repurposed for the new equipment. The VSAT was lowered onto the surface and it quietly landed on all footpegs, the two troops backing away while the Chief immediately went to work. He had everything configured in less than a minute, then ran back into the ops tent, saying as he entered, "Excuse me, gents."

The Captain nodded and resumed his in-brief with SFC Hickman. In the next instant, he heard the Chief curse under his breath, then looked curiously toward the Warrant Officer. "Something bad happen, Chief?"

Rion could be seen hovering over the display of the spectrum analyzer, hands on his hips, jaw clenched, the brow furrowed in frustration.

"I don't know what else to do." Rion mumbled. "_Damn_ this thing."

The Chief executed an internal diagnostic on the spec-an, the successful results registering on-screen almost immediately in that comforting, green hue. But at this point he'd rather the diagnostic fail, as it was more likely a test equipment fault to blame rather than a brand-new terminal.

"This is crazy."

"Hey, Chief…" Captain Stern whispered. "Can you give us another minute, please? Sergeant Hickman's got a lot of info to brief and the Colonel's on the way."

Fontaine nodded and stepped out.

He slowly met the faces of various passersby as they carried on in preparations, the team far too busy to notice the chief's defeated disposition as they worked. Rion walked toward the new SATCOM terminal, inspected its connections. He checked for corrosion and cross-threading or desheathing of a cable. The two Sergeants nearby glanced at one another, shrugged and rejoined their unit.

"Maybe I made a rookie mistake somewhere." Fontaine said, glancing at the LT.

"Something you overlooked?" Reed offered.

Rion compared the new terminal to the old one a few meters away. They were identical.

The Chief smiled mockingly at his own scene, briefly throwing up both hands. "I just don't understand anymore." He averted his sights to the ground, shaking his head in disappointment. "I'm sorry, sir," Rion said, "I don't think we'll be making calls back to our families any time soon."

"Don't beat yourself up, Chief. You did the best you could. Anyone can see that. Maybe you'll figure it out at a later time. Excuse me for a minute. Gotta keep an eye on my troops."

Suddenly, Rion took on a new energy and searched for idle hands among the 906th. Lieutenant Reed was presently the closest individual and seemed to be only supervising the troops' safety from a distance, standing idly. The junior officer could command other troops here, and better yet he was prior enlisted.

"Hey, LT." Fontaine beckoned. "Got one more minute?"

Reed strolled over to the Chief and patted him on the shoulder. "What's up, Chief?"

"Got a favor to ask."

"Anything, brother."

"You ever work with electronics?"

"Not very much, but what is it you need?"

"This should only take a minute. I need you to call out readings on a display inside the tent. This is real important, so yell if you have to."

"Sounds easy."

"I also need a couple of your people to tip that SATCOM dish over the side of the ledge and point it toward the ground for me while you consult the display." Rion pointed to the lone terminal.

Reed arced a brow. "…Okay. If that's what you want, Chief." The Lieutenant whistled loudly. "Lake! Buckley! Front and center!"

The two NCOs jogged toward their Lieutenant. "Yes, sir." Staff Sergeant Lake said, tucking a few strands of her hair beneath her helmet.

"Need you two to hoist that SATCOM dish over that wall and point it towards the ground. Don't let it go."

The First Platoon Leader strode to the Chief's ops tent as Hickman and the Captain passed him by. "Ready!" Reed hollered as he disappeared behind the tarp.

Fontaine nodded at the two Sergeants.

They did as instructed and lifted the terminal up over their shoulders, then Fontaine yelled, "What do you see right now, sir?!"

Reed hollered back, "The lines on the screen are…all over the place!"

"Alright, now look in the top-right corner of the chart! You'll see something called Marker! What does it say?!"

"It fluctuates!"

"Estimate an average for it!"

Rion glanced over his shoulder. The Sergeants had reached the wall and were starting to position the terminal.

"Ok…I average ten-point-five!"

The Chief glanced toward the parapet again. The two NCOs had finished positioning the terminal such that the feed horn was pointed straight down, their faces now winced from the exertion.

"And what now?!"

"…It jumped! Marker says thirty and some change!"

"Alright!" Fontaine shouted even louder. "Bring it back down! We're done!"

* * *

><p><strong>1435 Hours UTC<br>Rooftop**

"So what I've got here is two separate terminals, of the exact same manufacture, telling me the same thing. My old troposcatter terminal also tells me the same thing. There's only one more procedure I can do that will completely rule out equipment failures."

"What is that?" Reed asked, popping a soda can open.

"I have to try a second spectrum analyzer."

"Do you have one?"

"Yes, it's in a crate around here somewhere."

"Great, so are you going to rig it up?"

Rion sighed and sat himself down on one particular case. "…Yeah. I just…this is all crazy. You got any family of your own?"

"Twice divorced, and I have a son."

"He safe? Do you wonder about him?"

"Every minute of every day. Especially now."

Rion stood. "If I can get this SATCOM working, it would mean video phone calls for all troops here. Anytime they wanted. Be a real morale booster here."

This caught Reed's attention. "Anything more we can do to help?"

"Yes. The problem is…I can't remember which one of these cases it's inside of."

"I see. Well, maybe I can arrange for a small detail to help you find it."

Reed stood and left the tent. Rion could hear him from inside as he unplugged the diagnostic equipment and cradled it in his arms.

"Alright, give me five troops!"

Boots could be heard shuffling outside. Rion exited the ops shelter and observed for himself NCOs of the 906th herding their troops. Within a minute, five lower enlisted stepped forth, ready to carry out the LT's bidding. He pointed toward the Chief.

Fontaine held the spectrum analyzer aloft. "Inside one of these transit cases is something that looks exactly like this. It's a mission-essential item."

"We'll get it done, Chief."

* * *

><p><strong>1445 Hours UTC<br>Rooftop**

In less than five minutes, they had it placed in Rion's hands.

He smiled at them, saying, "Thank you."

Fontaine returned to the tent and Reed followed. The Chief retrieved a chemical vapor, single-use battery pack and interfaced it with a receptacle on the backplane of the freshly unboxed spectrum analyzer, powered it on. It reeked of desiccants from its long storage. Next, he retrieved some more components necessary for his impromptu test: a one-meter-wide antenna, a microwave amplifier and a coaxial waveguide to interface with the equipment's input connector. He twisted the coupling sleeve and instantly the digitized display produced a waveform that replicated what he'd been seeing all this time—that sloppy, erratic noise that occupied what looked to be the entire frequency domain that the instrument could take into account.

Rion shook his head, gave a weird smile at the equipment in hand. "This is good news. Well, somewhat."

Reed peered over the Chief's shoulder. "That's good news? It looks like the same thing I saw earlier."

"Yes, exactly. Now, come with me and watch this…"

Reed followed after the Warrant Officer, heading to the Eastern parapet. The Chief reached over the wall and directed the improvised test equipment toward the desert floor.

The display went _wild. _The amplitude of the noise—which was the entire observable spectrum—rose to occupy the entire screen, the chart values overcompensating again and again, trying to match the pace of the signal. The machine could not keep up and produced the notification: OUT OF CAL

"This antenna, just like my SATCOM antenna, is highly directional. It picks up and reproduces signals better when you're pointing it dead-on toward the source."

Reed followed the vector of the small, parabolic antenna that the chief currently had affixed directly to the spectrum analyzer.

"So, what, it's coming from underground? That's what you're telling me?"

"It seems so."

"You said earlier that something important was happening down there, but you didn't know what it was."

The Chief nodded. "Yes, I said that, and I think it's time I see for myself what it is."

* * *

><p><strong>1500 Hours UTC<br>Rooftop**

Before Fontaine donned the full ensemble of his battle dress, he heard a low rumble and felt a tremor beneath his boots. He stepped outside and looked East. What the Chief had assumed was the Command Post heading toward the site was actually just the lead vehicle in a much larger convoy, the vehicles further aft obscured by its wake of dust. Once he could see through that diminishing dirt-cloud now impacting the front of his parapet, he shook his head and smiled. Directly in-line behind the Elephant was a column of HC1500 flatbeds, their exposed trailers laden with disassembled sections of base defense turrets, each configured with quad-barreled M202 XP guns. Flanking the column of transporters was a quartet of M808B Main Battle Tanks. But everything out there was overshadowed by the colossus in the distance.

At the rear of the convoy was an M510 Mammoth, dwarfing its sibling at the head of formation. The ground shook even from the rooftop's elevation as the incoming echelon found parking spaces, whether it was outside the structure or in. Fontaine peered down and was rewarded with the awesome sight of a massive gauss cannon sitting atop the monstrous vehicle. Within minutes, all personnel dismounted and could be seen entering the parking garage on foot. In another minute, the elevator chimed and opened. There, stepping out into the open was three of the highest-ranking personnel in the 906th: Colonel Mattis himself, accompanied by a Lieutenant Colonel and a Major.

As they marched toward the center of the expanse, Mattis held his gaze straight ahead at those who had thus far taken charge of the field HQ, his flanking subordinates glancing all directions and taking stock of the unit's progress. The subtle nods directed at their junior officers along with rigid smiles signaled something tantamount of a C.O.'s pre-approval on his behalf. But the look on Mattis' face beneath a shady helmet was impassive and unassuming, suggesting to the Chief that either the Colonel wasn't keen on offering up pretense or indeed this scenario had already been rehearsed, as Hickman once said.

Despite his age, Colonel Mattis could be considered the Army's poster child.

The commander was taller than most and lean-bodied, stiff-jawed, and seemingly aware of his surroundings despite that beeline path to the in-brief awaiting a few more footsteps ahead. He was garbed in full battle rattle just like everyone else. The face beneath the helmet was a leathery hide, a story told of combat and perseverance over decades spent in the distant fields of battle. Rion had never seen a ranking field-grade officer in the field before. He had always assumed anyone with a paygrade of O-6 and up was to be relegated to desk work or intel or mentorship, either way removed from combat. This Colonel was different. He still possessed within himself a youthful energy regardless of the rough edges, the long strides across the shaded expanse purposeful and rather intimidating, the entire HQ silent in acknowledgement of his presence.

Captain Stern cleared his throat and marched directly toward the trio, meeting them halfway beneath the densest patch of shade.

"Colonel, sirs, welcome. All preparations for Operation Valkyrie have been carried out in full. Awaiting further instruction."

"Very good, Captain Stern," the Colonel said, glancing at one of his executive officers beside him, "let's start transitioning into a battle rhythm. Begin twenty-four hour watches on all cordons and enact Seventh Army TACCON of all resources specified in the Op Order. Inform all Major Commands of our status and intent. You know how slow the infrastructure is at conveying so much info at once, so provide copies of the orders if push comes to shove. TACAMO sorties need to be up and running on our air corridor to the Hospital no later than nineteen-hundred-Zulu today, TACAMO convoys by twenty-hundred. This is what we've trained for the last three years, people! We finally get to see just how much better than the Covenant we truly are. This is our turf." Mattis said, scanning the many faces. "Keep up the hustle, and we'll give our adversary the most unforgettable welcome they've ever had."

The 906th Colonel retreated toward the elevator with only the Lieutenant Colonel in tow, the lower-ranking Major staying behind, now proceeding directly toward Fontaine.

"Chief," said the officer, "Major Wu. I have a set of orders with you copied on them by your OIC back at the Alpha Site. Nine-Oh-Sixth is to acquire what looks like a forty-meg slice of bandwidth from one of your links."

"Sure, Major, no problem. Glad to be of service to you all. I can run you a fiber right now."

"Thanks, Chief. How many other users do you currently support?"

"Unknown, sir. I've got a line running to the outpost underground, but I can't say for sure how many users are active at this time. Could be hundreds for all I know. ONI more or less gave them carte blanche."

"Understood. I'll have to pay them a visit. Can you determine what their priority allocation is on your uplink? I'd like to acquire highest priority for Nine-Oh-Sixth if possible."

"I've been told by Colonel Kromer that the outpost has high-value intel to pass on, so it'd be my guess that their datapath currently takes precedence. I wouldn't know for certain unless I asked for confirmation."

"Alright, thank you for volunteering the info. I'll see you after I've had a chance to speak with the one in charge down there."

"…Hold on, sir, I'll go with you."

* * *

><p><strong>1530 Hours UTC<br>Ground Floor, Parking Garage**

"I appreciate you volunteering to come along. Your expertise in this subject might be required as it is."

The door chimed and opened. Rion was delayed in response to the X.O. as he glanced about the maze of the parking garage, stepping out of the box car. He hadn't seen anything other than the rooftop for quite some time. Now, Warthogs filled every space, fully armed with fifty-cal turrets and some others sporting missile racks and gauss cannons. He hefted the modified spectrum analyzer on top of his shoulder, steadying it there by curling his arm over it.

"It looks like we're ready to carry on a small war here." Fontaine said, nodding in approval.

Major Wu glanced sidelong at him. "Exactly, Chief."

There was a small footpath leading straight to the elevator leading below-ground, its outer shelter jutting up about two meters above-surface. Clusters of Pelicans and Hornets and Falcons were huddled all around the sidewalk as the two trekked to the lift. A few crew chiefs could be seen tending to the aircraft. The Major pressed the only switch on the panel and waited.

"What's that you got there with you, Chief?"

"Some diagnostic equipment. Going to take some sample readings."

The Major looked it over and grunted, then turned away to take in the sight of the armored transport vehicles too big to fit inside the parking garage towering over them. Wu was a short, almost squat officer of some Asian descent, Rion gathered. Before the Chief could look around at other vehicles in the 906th's employ, he caught sight of the Mammoth skirting into view beyond the nose cone of a Pelican.

Rion whistled lowly at it. "Never thought I'd see one of those things." With more scrutiny and a clear view of the multi-wheeled beast, the Chief saw ornate inscriptions running down its starboard side. Most notably among them was the large, bold-red lettering that spelled out, **THE HIGHWAYMEN**. Beneath that was another block, italicized and reading: **_OVER, UNDER, AND EVERYWHERE IN BETWEEN_**

The elevator arrived.

"So what's the latest intel on the Covenant fleets?" Rion asked as they stepped aboard.

"Probably a better question for someone within your organization, but the last I heard, most of the fleet that destroyed Reach entered slipspace on a vector not taking them to Earth."

"Maybe they're going to rendezvous with a larger force and recoup. They had to have sustained severe losses trying to take down Reach."

"That's what many others have said."

Rion breathed deeply as the elevator descended.

* * *

><p><strong>1545 Hours UTC<br>Delta Corridor, Sub-complex A**

The Major and the Chief proceeded down the wide, lengthy corridor. Normally, scientists and engineers and technicians would've filled the hallway, it being able to accommodate multiple streams of bi-directional pedestrian traffic. But the emptiness seemed to Rion…off-putting. More so than when he learned of Reach's demise. The generous space was able to accommodate two Warthogs side by side at his estimation, if such vehicles were ever able to make it downward. The only sounds audible were the two's footsteps over the thin carpet. Eerily silent compared to what is was like during Rion's arrival to this outpost. His first meal at the cafeteria was so jovial in comparison, seeming like a distant memory.

The trek further inward carried on is silence until Rion led them to the last set of doors. The small, rectangular windows just above the handles were somewhat superfluous, as the wire-meshed lattice inside them obscured everything beyond. But etched onto the panels was the unmistakable designation of the Omega Complex.

**Ω**

"I think they're all beyond this door, but I've been told we're not allowed in."

"How do we get in contact with them?" Wu asked, glancing rearward once.

"Not sure. I think they gain contact with us."

Wu smirked. "That sounds awful cordial."

Rion shrugged and knocked once on the double doors as soon as they neared. He waited for ten seconds and nothing happened. He knocked again, twice.

Nothing.

He kicked the door once, the reinforced cup of the boot's toe smashing into the steel plate, harsh noise echoing far into the chamber beyond.

"How long does it normally take them to respond?" Major Wu asked with his hands on his hips. "Is there a direct phone line to them somewhere in here?"

"I'll try my radio, sir. The Doctor was usually pretty prompt in answering."

Rion flipped open the forearm fabric, recalling the long-wave frequency he had always responded with. The LED began to blink, an indication of transmission.

"A Doctor was your contact here?"

"I guess." Fontaine offered as the LED shone solid-red. "_Wait_. Shhh, here he is."

"Hello, Fontaine. What's going on? How are things at the surface?"

"Things are…getting interesting, Doctor. We've got the Seventh Army here, so I think we're safe. Major Wu would like to speak with y—"

"—Just hold on."

The LED stopped blinking.

"Is he usually that short?" Wu asked.

The Chief shrugged. "Busy man, I guess."

Wu surveyed the corridor again, turning around to assess his surroundings. The double doors unlocked and opened automatically on motorized hinges, revealing the Doctor standing on the other side of a corridor that appeared exactly like the one before it. It stretched deep into the facility. To where it led, only the Doctor knew.

The nametag reflected light too easily and Fontaine couldn't get a good enough look at the stenciling. He thought it read KLEIN or KLEINMAN. He couldn't be sure. The middle-aged civilian was average height, somewhat lanky with a bald head and large eyes. The look on his face suggested to the two combatants that brevity be the focus of the upcoming conversation. He stood in the doorway, not venturing further, almost guarded there, his time obviously in short supply.

"Chief, Major. Do you need something? Have an update to pass along?"

"Doctor, I'm Major Wu with the Nine-Oh-Sixth Brigade, Seventh Army."

The two immediately appeared to Fontaine…standoffish. He observed their dialogue carefully.

"We were alerted to your presence here a while ago. You obviously need something or have something to pass along. Please be quick about it."

"Doctor, the Nine-Oh-Sixth requires a portion of the communications bandwidth being used by your facility. I have orders coming from the top to supplement our needs. If you'd like to have a copy, I can—"

"—I see no problem with that, Major. Take what you need. I'm sure Chief Fontaine here can constitute an agreeable balance between my unique necessities and yours."

"Thank you, Doctor, and I need to be able to obtain a direct link to you or someone that can act on your behalf down here. This one-way communications protocol won't work well in a crisis scenario."

"What kind of crisis scenario? A DEFCON Two crisis scenario?"

"…Try DEFCON One. I'm referring to coming under direct attack. They've already taken Reach, and—"

"—Major, we're well aware. We're not hiding under some rock here…"

While the two talked back and forth, Rion slowly lifted up his spectrum analyzer and pointed it nonchalantly down the length of the hall, past the civilian's silhouette, conscious not to divert his sights down that direction. He glanced at the display with only his eyes, the voices in front reduced to a background noise as he concentrated. The device momentarily registered the highest values it was capable of collecting before promptly shutting down. Rion stabbed at the power switch and waited for it to reboot, glancing at the two men now conversing in louder tones. Once the equipment defaulted to its main prompt, Rion activated an internal diagnostic, viewed an event log and confirmed that the signal it had just attempted to tabulate was so strong down here that it burned out the spectrum analyzer's receivers. The equipment was now useless.

"…Okay, fine. You'll have it." The Doctor pivoted to Fontaine. "Now, is there anything else you need? I can't be everywhere at once all the time."

"I believe that takes care of the Major. Now _I_ have some questions for you…"


	7. Digging Deeper

**1600 Hours UTC, 22 September 2552 (Military Calendar)/****  
><strong>**Sol System, Earth, UNSC Science Outpost 01A-77****  
><strong>**Eastern Boundary Access Point, Omega Complex**

**_Digging Deeper_**

The Doctor still had his body positioned firmly in the middle of the doorway. Though such an unconditioned, lanky physicality would do little to prevent or even deter two UNSC personnel from barging in, Major Wu and Chief Fontaine held fast at the threshold. The Major himself had no reason to act further; he'd been shown a reasonable amount of respect and received what was required for the 906th to carry out their orders in full. He appeared rather reserved, but nevertheless observant as they all remained at the threshold for a moment longer.

But the Chief grew suspicious. More than the recent anomalies fresh in memory, it was the Doctor's temperament which had started to rouse curiosity in the Warrant Officer. Rion remained expressionless as the civilian glanced at his instruments, twitching toward them as though they suddenly appeared into existence.

"What's that you have there?"

The civilian posed the question as if the Marine would instantly grasp the folly of his intentions—whatever they were—and turn the other way. He suddenly showed an intense interest about the portable equipment in Rion's hand, but not intense enough to attempt venturing any closer. Surely, the Doctor's time and patience was finite, as engaged as a doctor would presumably be in their occupation. But they both hesitated doing anything.

The Doctor studied the electronics. The Chief studied the Doctor.

The civilian's large, intelligent eyes began to exhibit a peculiar stare as if he should've been instantly familiar with what Rion held and was beating himself up for not figuring it out by now—as if knowing was paramount to resuming whatever duties he had beyond these doors. A few more seconds and the Doctor might realize exactly what he was looking at.

The modified setup in the Marine's hands was now clutched loosely at his side, the weight of it becoming apparent. He then watched as the Doctor's stare turned into something that the Chief interpreted as a growing concern to the item and to his presence here. It slowly morphed into a subdued scorn, his sights fixed to the spectrum analyzer and its shoehorned antenna.

"Is that a signal conditioner of some sort? Why did you bring it here?"

Rion sighed. "I'm tired of getting the run-around like I don't exist." The Chief raised the equipment briefly, flaunting the feedhorn just in front of the civilian's face. "This antenna has a pretty high amount of directivity, Doctor. Seems to me that everything goes haywire whenever I point it your direction. Whatever you're doing down here, I think you need to tell me about it. Two UNSC priority assets are non-functional because of it. What is generating all this interference?"

The Doctor smirked, a behavior seemingly incongruent to that of a chief scientific figure leading an entire outpost full of bright, hard-working intellectuals.

"Interference…_What _interference?"

"This…" Rion queued the last few moments of the device's logging buffer, the strange waveform consuming nearly the entire chart. He swiveled the spectrum analyzer's display into the Doctor's view.

The scientist studied the signals on-screen. He got a few seconds of it before the recording ended, marking the point where the signal was too strong for the equipment to sample further.

"You think you know something. You know very little. And that's the way it is going to stay until an appropriate authority deems it otherwise."

"You were so eager to provide me with the most luxurious vehicles in your stable, start a food delivery service, now this. Stark contrast, if you ask me. You've been accommodating, but maybe too accommodating, almost as if you're trying to keep me at arm's length."

Major Wu then suddenly interjected, though with a disposition of calm and diplomacy.

"None of us have an axe to grind here. We're just doing our best to prepare, and truthfully we can use all the help we can get. You know, Seventh Army can technically commandeer this entire land mass. All facilities, resources and personnel if need be."

"Only if we come under direct Covenant attack and we both know that. Don't try to insult my intelligence by literally sneaking a foot in the door." The Doctor folded his arms across his chest and feigned a smile. "So, what else? We have extremely important work to do and so far my time has been wasted listening to you."

The Major nodded, then glanced at Rion with a shrug. "He's right about that one." Wu looked back to the Doctor, jaw clenched, perhaps teetering on the verge of frustration. "It's obvious you know a thing or two about the Seventh Army's policy publications, but I wonder how long you can keep operating under that excuse. The Covenant have unlimited momentum now. They're on the way here and they're getting closer with every minute we spend on bickering. We should all be supporting each other. You can save everyone a lot of grief and either let us inside or at least tell us what's going on, because when the Chief tells me that his equipment is not performing to spec, I share in that concern. And when an Army Major takes issue with something, you should too. We're all utilizing the resources _he's _providing us. The least you could do is respect the man."

"Rank means nothing here, gentlemen. You cannot and will not pass through this door and that is the final say. I'm just the messenger."

"Fine, we'll play that game. So you know, as soon as the enemy slips the first molecule of Earth's atmosphere, I'm coming here to break this door down."

Major Wu glimpsed warily at Fontaine, turning away to make for the surface. "C'mon, Chief."

Rion remained for a moment and shook his head at the Doctor.

"This isn't going to go over well with the Colonel. The Seventh's—"

—Kleiner cut Fontaine short with a dismissive wave and refrained from answering. The only thing the Doctor gave both men was a sidelong glare before retreating into the Omega Complex, the doors swinging closed upon his withdrawal.

**1615 Hours UTC  
>Main Elevator, <strong>**UNSC Science Outpost 01A-77**

"Well, that didn't go so well." Fontaine said, staring at the brushed metal panels in front.

Major Wu called the elevator. "He was your contact?"

"Yeah. He picked me up from the ONI site, brought me to the rooftop and showed me around a bit. Then he disappeared."

"What's their operation out here?"

"I…I don't know. No one ever said."

"You never asked?"

The doors parted with a chime and the two stepped in.

"Well, it never perked my interest. I don't know…everything happened so fast. I think I met one person before everything fell apart."

"Well, Reach getting glassed might have something to do with that. Hell, that's why the Nine-Oh-Sixth is here, anyway."

"True. I still can't get to the bottom of all this interference."

"You think the good Doctor knows about it?"

"Can't be sure, but then I can't be sure about much of anything with him shoving us off so quickly all the time."

"You said two-thirds of your equipment is non-op because of this."

"That's right." Rion sighed.

"Well, that's a non-starter in my opinion. If that Doctor knows what the source of interference is and won't tell you, I'd say it's time for us to take matters into our own hands."

"You'd do that?"

"Of course I'd do it. The man's aloof, and the only thing up and running is that LASER link of yours. What if it too goes down?"

"You've got a point. Three links are always better than one."

"And certainly better than none."

"How do we go about our fact-finding?"

"Remember what I said down there?" The elevator doors opened and the two stepped out into the sun. The Major paused at the surface to take in the hive of activity occurring just outside the parking garage, a polar opposite to the silence and vastness of the underground. Vehicles were moving about the perimeter of the structure, zipping off in orderly lanes indicated by reflective palisades driven into the dirt. A motor pool was set up on the Southern front where any vessel could park and receive depot-level maintenance if needed. All other fronts were designated strictly for staging sorties and convoys to the combat zone in the East, where the Covenant would inevitably assault at their onset. "...I said that when the Covenant arrives, you and I will be heading down to that Omega Complex, but next time we won't be knocking."

A lone Warthog driver hurriedly waved them across. The two waved back in reply before scurrying toward the shade of the parking garage. Rion glanced behind and saw a team of combat engineers bolting the sections of a base defense turret together. The same action had occurred at all other corners of the building.

"You can head for the rooftop if you want to," Major Wu said, "but I'm going to walk up and see how our deployment is progressing."

"I'll make the rounds with you."

The two proceeded to the deeply-shadowed central ramp, ascending its incline with long strides.

At the second level, Rion observed sleeping tents and shower stalls being erected beneath rows of recently hoisted floodlamps. Water purifiers hummed, feeding massive storage bladders adjacent to the soldiers' living quarters. More camouflage netting draped the exposed ledges, helping to further conceal the unit's residence. Some personnel had already begun initiating a staggered, twelve-hour shift, heading inside the tarp walls for their sleep cycles. They'd begin their watch upon their next waking.

"Looks like the Nine-Oh-Sixth is now fully self-sufficient." Fontaine remarked.

Wu nodded and led the upward journey to the next level.

**1700 Hours UTC  
>Rooftop<strong>

Wu and Fontaine ascended the final ramp and were met with natural light, slightly obscured beyond the camouflage sheeting now strewn across the entire expanse above them. The Major nodded at the Chief before breaking off toward Lieutenant Colonel Watson and a small group of Captains and Lieutenants. Rion saw Wu off with a nearly identical gesture, watching the small crowd gather. The Major stood at parade rest and listened intently as the 906th's Deputy Commander began formulating the air supply route schedules to and from the twin command posts—this rooftop and the rooftop of the Hospital deep inside Mombasa.

Rion felt his presence was superfluous for the moment—with no purpose or direction. He disliked that feeling, especially while so much was happening around him.

He proceeded into his ops tent, first reaching for a cold water bottle inside the fridge before working up the nerve to power up the last remaining spectrum analyzer resting on the table. He set his current, modified equipment down on the cot and enjoyed a few gulps. A few gulps turned into Rion downing the entire contents of the bottle in a few seconds, the Warrant Officer only now realizing how parched his body became. He set the clear container down on the table and scowled at the inert spectrum analyzer. It was bricked following his visit to the sub-complex, which meant he now only had one other such tool at his disposal—worth half a year's wages by his estimation.

Before energizing the last known working device on the table, he bent down to the cot, removed the parabolic antenna from the damaged unit and set them side by side. He then reached into another case, retrieving from it an in-line attenuator. The rectangular potentiometer would step down the amplitude of incoming signals and impedance-match them to the spectrum analyzer's input, ensuring the equipment against an incident that would erode away at his options, such as what happened moments ago underground. Rion was finished running on chances and coincidences and gambles and good faith. Something nebulous was taking place at this location, he now concluded. Soon, he hoped, the root cause of it all would be uncovered.

Armed with more assurance, he rigged all the components together, returning the damaged unit to its original box and sealing it.

"Chief."

Rion wheeled around to face the entry way. Major Wu had returned.

"How about that link?"

"Right, sorry. I'll get on it right now."

"Appreciated, Chief. How long until we can start using it?"

"I'd say ten minutes, tops. You guys didn't bring your own stuff?"

"We have RF capabilities, but no fancy space assets like you." Wu smiled.

Rion smiled back, carrying out of the tent with him a short spool of fiber optic cable.

**1725 Hours UTC  
>Rooftop<strong>

"I've got your VLAN setup to the Hospital. All they need to do is get their SAT-link up and running and both sites should be able to pass traffic."

"How much information do you think this link will be able to carry?"

"A forty meg piece of the pie? Should be _real _fast, Major. I provisioned as much priority as I could against the requirements that the Doctor originally had. You two are more or less equal, although at peak load the people downstairs have the lion's share. But it really doesn't matter because this is more than you'll ever need. Even if everyone on the net is talking simultaneously, no one should notice any degradation in speed or quality."

"Much appreciated, Chief. I'll inform Hospital HQ of the good news. You have no idea how helpful this is going to be. These dinky, little handheld radios only support one-hundred sixteen channels. With your link, we should be able to provide _thousands _of extensions. Enough for everyone in the Nine-Oh-Sixth."

"Glad to be of help, sir."

Wu flashed a thumbs-up. "Let us know if you ever need anything, Fontaine."

Rion looked around and saw that the 906th was more or less finished in their preparations at the rooftop. A fully-featured communications relay had been setup and was just now interfaced with the high-speed LASER uplink. A networked, telephoto lens was anchored to the top of the Eastern parapet. Swarms of mini-drones buzzed high overhead of an HQ fully veiled in an active cloaking camouflage. And sniper-scout teams were perched at the top three levels—actively surveying the unit's defensive radius at all four corners of the parking garage. Down below, multiple battalions augmented with heavy mechanized forces and an entire wing of aircraft lied in wait. This entire structure, for all intents and purposes, was poised to wage regional war.

The Chief again ventured to the Eastern parapet to take another downward look for himself. The assembly of the base defense turrets was also fully completed, the automated sentries sweeping across their pre-programmed azimuth and ready to barrage anything without a UNSC IFF transponder. All anyone could do now was...

"Wait." Rion said, stopping the Major short.

The Southeastern Earth-native spun on a heel and arced a brow at Fontaine. "Yes?"

"Actually, I do have something."

"What can I help you with, Chief?"

**1745 Hours UTC  
>Rooftop<strong>

Rion furiously typed.

The Master Station Log's last entry was dated the twenty-first of September. Long-winded, mundane details of the initial site setup and equipment configuration were all that the paragraphs consisted of prior to then, taking up entire pages of the chronology report since deployment to this science outpost's parking garage. He'd neglected this archival, among other things, ever since news of Reach's demise was received. Things were taking shape too rapidly, he mused in his own defense. He then doubted anyone at his own HQ would care anything about the Chief's MSL.

"Okay, Chief, I'm ready to help. What do you need us to—"

"—One sec, sir. Okay, just had to finish that thought." Rion spun around in his chair. "Keeping a journal of events."

"Sergeant Lake has volunteered to help you, Chief."

The female Sergeant stepped forth as the Major withdrew.

"Erica Lake." she said, removing her helmet, wiping a few beads of sweat from her forehead.

The Sergeant awaiting further instruction at the threshold projected a discipline uncommon among most NCOs, it seemed at first glance, with her alert posture and her gaze locked solid onto the Chief's. This character was usually evident among younger, less jaded troops. Most NCOs would promptly volunteer one of their own soldiers for outside favors to neighboring units, a private or perhaps a corporal. Fontaine readily took notice of her willing disposition and saw that this particular Sergeant was more committed to cause than most others. The uniform disguised her femininity, which was only visible in her soft eyes and freckled cheeks. She wore her helmet low before curtly removing it a moment prior, the front of it tipped forward, which had most of her features shaded ahead of introductions. She uncannily reminded him of his wife, a much younger and intrepid likeness of her. It made him wonder how far along in the journey she was toward that majestic, countryside cabin. The Chief cut his speculation short when the Sergeant asked right away, "What needs done?"

He could safely assume Sergeant Lake never wasted time in her real-world taskings.

"Okay, you just need to take this spectrum analyzer and haul it around the perimeter of the parking garage. The antenna needs to be pointed toward the ground at all times. Press the INIT button on the front panel right below the display and it will begin processing everything it receives. When you've made one complete loop, hit that same button again and the histogram will stop recording." Rion smiled. "And that's it."

"That's it?" Lake accepted the devices, donned her helmet again and smirked. "Sounds too easy, Chief."

**1830 Hours UTC  
>Rooftop<strong>

The Chief had finally recalled everything. The log was caught up to the present day's events. He was just about to provide pretext for Lake's upcoming findings when he realized it was dark outside. He hadn't left his post since he started typing. It was like a recollection of not-so-distant memories playing out before him by his own hands. He stood, stretched, reached for the fridge, then stopped. He suddenly pictured his family driving along some interstate highway, likely awaiting his contact. The only line available to the outside world was the LASER link. He glanced about the rooftop through the narrow slit in the tarp, rubbing at his chin. A 64 kbps circuit was hardly anything in comparison to the wealth of capacity the entire site possessed. Even if someone or some automated SNMP-Trap was actively monitoring the aggregate flow of this communications pipeline, they probably wouldn't notice Rion's hands reaching into the cookie jar—or even care if he did.

Before Rion could rise from his chair to snatch the console from the table top and start dialing, in came Sergeant Lake with the spectrum analyzer in hand, smiling. "The readings were strongest toward North-Northeast. Give me something more difficult next time, Chief." Lake said, setting the equipment on the table adjacent to the Warrant Officer. She flashed another smirk before exiting the tent.

Rion was delayed in returning a nod, Lake having already departed, but he instead cast his thankful gesture toward the display in-hand. He remained standing as he watched the entirety of the test's progression. If Lake started out her journey in a counter-clockwise loop, his estimation would have her stumbling upon the strongest readings thirty seconds after leaving the Garage's Eastern entrance. A clockwise rotation would've taken much longer. His first guess was accurate. Little more than half a minute after Rion started the instrument's playback, the display went from an erratic noise to an explosion of activity. Ten more seconds of this chaos manifested, then the signal attenuated somewhat, dwindling as she'd roamed about the circumference at a steady walking pace, he imagined.

The Chief annotated everything that'd happened in the log, sighing after he saved it to the local storage array. Another piece of the puzzle was revealed, though he surmised there'd be plenty of gaps to fill in the days ahead.

Now, alone and free to take his own steps, Rion swiped the GUI off the table and started to access the Global Information Grid. He twiddled his fingers for a moment before deciding whether or not to proceed. He hesitated for a few seconds, reminding himself that what he was about to undertake would surely result in some kind of disciplinary action were the War not so close to Earth. But now, all the chips were down. The Covenant found Reach, conquered it, and they'd surely find Earth.

The Chatter Net was undoubtedly the ideal soft target—exploited by just about everyone—despite the under-enforced legalities of doing so.

"All's fair in love and war."

Fontaine executed a Sloloris v5 attack on the central Chatter server, inundating it with terabytes of synch/handshake requests on all the open ports it currently advertised. The first few hundred ports were promptly locked down by generic, automated security counter-measures, but Rion found a dozen other choices once his tunneling protocol's payload snuck past the firewall. His pseudo-NMS software was a chameleon, faking its way around the vast infrastructure and mapping its entirety as it traversed. In seconds, it revealed several unsecured virtual console lines normally reserved for Network Administrators and Rion logged in as one with a devious smile.

"Too easy."

Geo-positional metadata on a certain user ID was the next objective. He found a call manager application inside of some Management Information Base and entered the numbers of his wife's Chatter device and awaited the search results. A map software program loaded almost instantaneously, normally requiring some serious computations and a lot of waiting, but the LASER link and all of the Chief's efficiencies were a step ahead of the game. There, steadily migrating West by Northwest was the red blip denoting her real-time vector and speed. Rion smiled and touched the view screen, scooting the slow-moving indicator along with a finger. "God's speed, ladies."

They were nearly at the home stretch, maybe only four or five-hundred kilometers to go. For their time zone, Rion imagined they'd be pulling up to the Ranch just before sunset. He surmised their most likely route. They'd be passing through Denver, Colorado.

Before terminating the program, he beamed her a text message.

_AVOID ALL MAJOR CITIES. TAKE THE BACK ROADS. SEE YOU SOON. LOVE, RION._

Rion glanced at his surroundings. All was quiet and calm and a sense of control had spread throughout the entire outpost. He began to perceive his own fatigue slipping in. Setting the device down again, he climbed into the cot and closed his eyes, hoping he could experience at least one uneventful night.

And he would.

But the next day would bring great pandemonium. Not just for him, but for the entire galaxy. A human supersoldier in some remote locale of the Milky Way had just turned the tide of the War. With the ringworld destroyed, the human race had momentary respite...

...but the tide was sweeping this way.


	8. The Calm Before

**0500 Hours UTC, 23 September 2552 (Military Calendar)/****  
><strong>**Sol System, Earth, UNSC Science Outpost 01A-77****  
><strong>**Rooftop, 7****th**** Army Main Command Post**

_**The Calm Before**_

Fontaine awoke with a light yawn and no memory of any dream taking place during his exceptionally-long rest. The faintest amount of light crested the horizon, evident by some of it streaming into the wavering tent seems flapping in a gentle breeze. He rolled over and checked his watch: for more than nine hours he lied asleep. He felt incredibly well-rested and instantly alert. It reminded him of the vigor he once knew well of his teenage years, the youthful spark that became ever-dwindling once he got around to his mid-thirties.

But today was different for him. He rose slowly with ease, rolling up one of his pant legs and assessing his recent wound. It had already healed and was fully scabbed over. All was quiet as he sat there for a moment at the cot's ledge, wondering if he should satisfy the morning hunger with a quick cheat from the fridge or venture elsewhere for a more hearty meal. He glanced around the tarp confines—still dark inside except for areas where the tarp didn't quite sit flush with the rooftop surface. With no ONI tasking or locally-significant matters to lend assistance in, Rion mumbled, "Steak and eggs it is."

He took his time getting ready, remembering he now had a sidearm to look after. Once fully garmented, a cool and gentle breeze permeated his fatigues as he pushed the entry flap aside. The full circumference of the sun hadn't yet transcended the Easterly horizon, and he had the clearest view of Mombasa he'd ever get. He paused there for a moment, taking it all in, breathing deeper, intermittent gusts pelting his face. He smiled and stretched, thinking this place was worth a good fight even if Earth wasn't the last of all the worlds he'd known. He then noted the blood-hued clouds further aft of the twin cities, collecting there and riding the prevailing winds ever closer.

_Red sky at morning, sailors take warning. _Rion mused the age-old folk saying.

He surveyed the rooftop, noting the state of the equipment, making sure anything critical was still weather-proofed. To his content, nothing changed. He then noticed there was no more sniper-scout teams present here, either relocated to lower levels or having relegated the lookout duties to the swarms of drones now patrolling the outlying vicinity. He was alone here while scanning the entire perimeter of the rooftop from where he stood. He yawned again. Rather than moseying toward the elevator, Rion decided to take further ganders at the facility on his way down to a meal by proceeding to the central ramp.

He accomplished two steps and realized he'd left his equipment inside the ops tent. He marched back inside to heft the electronics once again for another journey, this time into an empty transit case waiting below inside the larger and more accommodating living tent where it would spend the duration of its deployment until needed again. Before grabbing it, he hesitated, and his pointer finger began to twitch. Rion rubbed at his chin and jabbed at the unit's power switch.

After the procedural POST, the display came to life again, brightening. He wondered if humoring his curiosity would prove productive, but in a few seconds surmised it was a good thing he did.

Now, across the entire receivable spectrum, Rion saw a completely different kind of signal than before.

Though the same, inexplicable noise floor was evident and prevalent as times before, there was clearly a structure to be seen here and now. Tiny spikes—narrowband pulses within this observable domain—were materializing and disappearing at seemingly random arrangement across the breadth of the horizontal axis. Popping up and down very fast—so fast that he didn't think this Analyzer was capable of sampling at such a rate.

Rion maintained his watch on the display while veering toward the cot for a front-row seat at the show. He rested his elbows on his knees and squinted in delight or amazement or confusion, or maybe all three. He'd never seen or heard anything like this—ever. He simply watched as this behavior went on for ten minutes. There was no change occurring other than the randomness of the sub-carriers embedded within this white noise, and it showed no signs of stopping or relenting.

He checked his watch: going on fifteen minutes. He rushed toward the display and made sure the logging buffers were capturing this. He even withdrew his personal communicator and took a video of the equipment, himself, the ops tent, and especially the equipment's display. He got up close and made sure to capture the equipment's configuration parameters on-screen as well.

After stowing his communicator back in his pocket, he stood, glancing at the display as he exited the tent.

The light of day was now stronger than before. The sun broke through the lowest reaches of the sky and was beginning to evaporate the dew collected on all surfaces. The storm front was approaching and would precipitate at some point in the day. Soon, the sun would rise high enough and situate itself behind the obscuring, grey mass. Rion kneaded his hands together and could no longer ignore the hunger in his stomach. He sealed up the outer lining and checked his surroundings again, walking briskly toward the elevator.

He had a lot to think about now.

**0540 Hours UTC  
>Ground Floor, 7<strong>**th**** Army Main Command Post**

"Hey, Chief, there's showers on the second floor if you need one." Fontaine heard a soldier say.

The Warrant Officer glanced over the shoulder to find one of the motor pool mechanics tending to a dismantled turbine, its various components soaking inside of a parts-washing bin.

"Are you handy with tools at all, Chief?"

"Some," Rion stopped his brisk walk back up to the rooftop, "why?"

"Could you give me a hand with something over here?"

"Sorry, soldier, no time. I'm kind of in the middle of something and I gotta get topside. I'll see if I can point someone toward you on my way up."

The mechanic looked around and reached for a clean towel for a wipe across the face. "Don't' sweat it, Chief, I'll find someone."

Rion looked back once. "Sorry."

He resumed his path to the elevator and the Chief caught sight of Sergeant Lake in a solo session of calisthenics, doing pushups with her feet elevated on a ledge. At first glance, Rion arced a brow in surprise. She was seriously pumping them out, carrying on at a pace he normally would. She glimpsed upward at him, paused in mid-rep and gave the Warrant Officer a thumps-up. He nodded back at her, thought about offering his thanks to her for the efforts she'd lended him recently, but then assumed he would get the chance at a more appropriate time.

He pressed the only button to call the elevator.

Once the doors parted at the top, he resumed the brisk pace back to the ops tent, scanning the East as he walked. Rain was no doubt headed this way. He could see it already coming down at the farthest point, a dark curtain draping the metropolis. Cradled in the crook of his right arm was a clear, Tupperware container full of his favorite breakfast food: Eggs Benedict, a bowl of oatmeal and a handful of fruit. The 906th had already set up a chow hall line at the second floor opposite the living quarters, with regular runners fetching everything from below decks. He'd no longer need to venture there himself for sustenance. He opened the tent and sat the container down on the table next to the spectrum analyzer, noting its display.

The bizarre waveform was gone.

"…What the?"

It was back to normal, the screen nearly blank, the noise floor attenuated to almost nothing as it always should've been. It somehow disappointed Rion just as much as it perplexed him. He shrugged at the thought of it, instantly realizing that he had at least garnered plenty of evidence this whole time. He'd been witness to some very strange things here, and he doubted anyone would take him seriously even with such compelling data findings. Only like-minded and equally-skilled professionals were capable of understanding him if and when he decided to disclose any of these events. For now, he smiled contently as he started on the oatmeal. After a few bites, he reached for the fridge and took a can of cold orange juice and savored its sweetness.

And far off in the distance, he heard the first crack of thunder.

**1300 Hours UTC  
>Ground Floor, 7<strong>**th**** Army Main Command Post**

The downpour was loud. The sound of heavy water drops crashing down onto the structure and the surrounding plain drowned out every other noise, even the crew chiefs initiating pre-flight spool-ups of the various aircrafts' turbines just outside the Southern front of the Garage. The lengthy orderwires stretching from the structure's interior to the shrouded connectors on the vessels' hulls afforded every technician the thankful means of conducting their tests out of the elements. The massive, two-story fuel bladder previously laden above a flatbed truck was parked not far off, its protective Titanium crown sending the droplets ricocheting in all directions.

Rion saw small puddles collecting beneath each ledge of every level, the torrent so fierce that the wind currents brought some of it right through the camouflage that essentially netted the entire place. He could hear the vertical drain tubes evacuating water from the rooftop as they transitioned through each level and into to some unseen reservoir deep below ground every time he ventured near one of the PVC conduits. Wandering aimlessly was now his charge, much the same for many of the 906th personnel stationed here. Dog Company's presence was all but superfluous for the time being, their function as a reserve & relief force not ready to be put to the ultimate test.

"Hell of a storm."

Rion wheeled around to see Lieutenant Reed standing with his back resting against a pillar near the West side, the leeward side of the squall. The prior-enlisted LT was dry as the desert basin was a day ago, loitering there with an electronic cigarette pinched loosely in-hand.

"Thought it wasn't supposed to be the rainy season until at least a couple months from now." Rion responded, halting as if deciding to speak casually with someone for a while.

"There's two rainy seasons here, and yes, this is definitely a fluke." Reed looked away and outward, beyond the ledge and into the solid sheet of rain. There was nothing but gray. "Not a good omen."

Reed flashed a toothy grin as if he would welcome any sort of conflict every day of the week.

He sighed, saying, "Truthfully, I'm a little bored. Most of us are. We didn't get all dressed up for nothing, you know." Reed puffed on the smoke.

Rion pursed his lips and offered a slight nod at the Lieutenant. "Well, sir, we'll get our shot soon enough. You're not alone in the waiting game, either. Always hated it, myself."

Reed shoved his back off the reinforced concrete and deactivated the drug with a swipe of a finger along its length, smiling again. "Well, Chief, we've done all we can to prepare. I'm confident. I know you are. You hungry?"

Fontaine checked his timepiece. "Yeah, sure, I've got some time to grab a few bites, I guess."

**1320 Hours UTC  
>Second Floor, 7<strong>**th**** Army Main Command Post**

The Chief and the Lieutenant side-stepped through the serving lines.

Other soldiers in between shifts found themselves shuffling with them, picking away at what offerings there were. It was all the same, delicious and remarkably fresh food as below decks, but by order of the Deputy Commander the food was now to be rationed. Soldiers couldn't stuff themselves silly and it was for good reasons. The force needed to be lean and alert, not content and lethargic…and there was no telling when the food would run out. Only the staff underground had any idea when that would occur—another item to be rectified on Major Wu's growing to-do list…once he'd get the opportunity to confidently march all the way inward. But that, too, was only a matter of time. And the troops were growing restless as all humans do—regardless of how much training and discipline they could throw at themselves. Some were better at postponing it than others, but it was evident.

The entire CP's functions were now on auto. The conveniences of modern-day warfare enabled all these efficiencies.

Most in the line favored the hot meals while the rain and the winds drove the cold air in and out of the porous structure like a street musician's accordion.

"So how's that equipment of yours doing?" Reed asked while plucking an apple from a basket.

Rion chuckled. "Which one?"

"That analyzer tool of yours."

"Yeah. Well, it can still keep reading what's out there. I hope it stays that way."

"Still think something strange is going on?"

"Of that, I _am _certain." Rion sighed. "But it seems it just might've gone away."

"How do you know?"

"Earlier this morning, that signal was acting especially crazy. Half-hour later, it vanished without a trace."

"Has it remained that way?"

"I'm not sure. I haven't checked up on it since the rains came. Maybe I will, later."

"If all that interference is still gone when you get back up there, does that mean your other equipment is safe to bring back on-line?"

Chief looked down and smiled at the young Lieutenant. "…Perhaps."

"Well, good luck with it. From what the Major's been telling me, we need all the luck we can get. Let me know if you need any help with any of it. I'm bored outta my damned mind."

"It might be a while. From what I've seen, the roof doesn't drain all that well. It could be a miniature lake right now."

"Yeah, it looks like your tent on level twelve is better than the one you have on the roof anyways."

"That's where the spectrum analyzer is for now. I can check up on that aspect, but the other terminals are up high in the weather. We'll get to those later. I don't think this storm front is all that big. Should pass before the end of today."

"Do let me know how the next reading on the analyzer turns out. Major's pretty busy and hopefully I can fetch him your info without him trying to be two places at once."

"Understood." Rion peered at Reed's plate as the two found a seat at a table. "What'd you get there?"

"Panino."

"Italian, eh?"

Reed grunted at the first bite.

"Not bad." Rion nodded. "Got myself a succulent Chinese meal."

"This food is the only thing keeping this place sane right now. That reminds me…we really appreciate you giving us the ability to phone our families."

"Least I could do for you all," the Chief said in between bites, "just let me know what else I can do to keep the fight up when it comes our way."

"How about you? You keeping in touch? Had a chance to contact your family lately?" Reed pointed at the Warrant Officer.

"Yep. All's well. I'll probably phone again tomorrow to let them know everything is alright."

"Just tell them you're bored. That's what I always do. It's a sure-fire way to settle 'em down and ease the fears."


	9. Arrivals

**0650 Hours UTC, 20 October 2552 (Military Calendar)/****  
><strong>**Sol System, Earth, UNSC Science Outpost 01A-77****  
><strong>**Rooftop, 7th Army Main Command Post**

_**Arrivals**_

Rion awoke to familiar, mundane silence.

He hears a flock of birds passing by overhead, it is so silent. The only other noise is a distant hum of the turrets below undulating like coiled, perched serpents on their programmed auto-track, waiting.

He steps outside the tent, receives a nod from a lone soldier by the name of Woodrow loitering nearby as he regards the first rays of the sun with stoicism and a sniper rifle grasped firmly. The Chief can only assume the man likes to be perched at heights out of habit and preference. He likely favors the quiet and solitude. The Warrant Officer returns the nod and stretches.

Stemming from curiosity, Rion gets an impulse and steps back inside the tent to retrieve a GUI he recently linked to the telephoto lens—perched atop the parapet just behind his ops tent. He remotes-in and extends his sights far to the East, deep inside Mombasa. The light of the sun is such that smog-wisps emanated from the antiquated power sources of the Old City appear as broad, bluish brush strokes that cling to the easements of skyscrapers a finger's width away. The haze is most visible at this hour, much like twilight. It wanders there along the prevailing winds.

He touches a finger to the screen, holds it there, drags it downward, angling the focal point of the 500mm Nitrogen-filled aperture upon the streets. The metropolis is bustling at all hours. Cars, buses, rails, people. The daily beat. A bird's eye view of lives interacting with other lives. Routine connections played out and new ones made every day. He swings further to the right, further East toward the Old Town. It's quieter, much more still. Much fewer people outside. The way the buildings mesh together to where boundaries couldn't be discerned is somehow a peaceful sight compared to the definitive and hard lines of its sprawling, superior sibling. He imagines things there are simpler and much more predictable. Every day squabbles concern only the necessary things, never etiquette and ego like it probably is across the water.

But whether affluent or destitute, influential or simple-minded...no commoner was prepared for this day.

The Warrant Officer ends the feed with a simple command and rests the GUI down on the table again, stifling a yawn with the other hand. He then begins to think how he might be productive today. He snaps a finger and knows exactly what to do, though he realizes in another instant that what he has in mind could only consume an hour of the day at most—and that's if he takes his time. Nevertheless, he exits the tent with new bounce in his step and proceeds toward the elevator.

**0800 Hours UTC  
>Ground Floor<strong>

"One month of nothin'." Reed sat against a ledge, picking chips of loose concrete off the wall. A low-speed vehicular impact a week prior made an impression and dislodged some of the outer layer material like a flesh wound. Reed had already scoured all of the loose, easy pickings scattered about the ground. He tossed one of the scraps high in the air, the pebble-sized stone almost grazing the ceiling. His eyes tracked its trajectory, up and then down. Instantly losing interest, he looked away before it hit the ground, searching for another object to fiddle with. "Just a whole lotta nothin'."

"Thought them SOBs would be here by now." Fontaine offered, just staring outward at nothing in particular. "Starting to wonder if the ODGs will send us any leftovers whenever they do get here, you know?"

Reed grunted, not conveying any definitive response one way or the other. "Got anything to do? Any chores? Anything I can help with?"

"Not really. I just got done setting up my SCADA systems on the twelfth floor. I'm all out of busy work, LT."

"Family?"

"Truthfully, I think they're getting tired of me phoning in. Nobody's got any updates. They're just passing the time like us."

"Same here. Damn. Just…tell me again about your situation topside, Chief."

"What, the equipment?"

"Yeah, gimmy the full run-down. Last time I heard the Major talkin'bout it, he didn't seem at ease. You never seen'im when there's a loose end lyin'round. Ain't good. Starts gettin' edgy. People get caught in his vortex pretty quickly."

"How much do you want to know? I mean, the details are pretty juicy. I don't want to bore you. I've seen you bored."

"Already bored right _now_." Reed hurled a large chunk and it blistered apart upon impact across the way. "Just speak in layman's terms, Chief. Imagine you're talkin' to a hairless ape wit'a rifle."

"You want me to grunt and scratch my ass too?"

Reed smirked and started on a cigarette.

"So when I first got here, I tried to transmit with the troposcatter terminal so I could get initial access to the network."

"That's that old thing off in the far corner up there. Your dunce."

"Correct. Well, it was a no-go from the start. Got overwhelming feedback every time I tried to transmit out, almost as if it was reflected power bleeding over into itself from transmit circuitry into receive circuitry. But after some internal tests, I confirmed the equipment was functioning normally. I tried every trick in the book and out of the book. I moved onto SATCOM. Similar business. Same symptoms, same tests, same results."

"And you didn't know about the interference at this point, the strange signals in the air."

"Not until the first birds from Air Cav showed up. Actually," Rion snorted, "it was blind luck that I found out about it. I'd still be underwater if I didn't bust my leg over the damned thing."

"So that led to you using what you have on-line right now."

"Well, yes and no. After I got nowhere with the other gear, I fired up the LASER. Good thing I did because higher ups back at ONI were using that link exclusively once they determined I was late in accessing the grid. Violating protocol turned out to be the only correct course of action on my part. Then of course you all helped me get the brand-new SATCOM terminal up…and it turned out to be non-op as well."

Reed sighed. "And so now we're here. Back when I was in my enlisted days, we didn't have all this kind of fancy gear. We had simple, easy-to-use stuff."

"Back in _your _day? Hell, I've got _boots _older than you, sir. I'd call you _kid _but I'm a little bit old-school myself."

Reed again smirked behind a puff of smoke. "What's your next move?"

Rion shook his head, chuckled desolately as if he was a man more than capable of overcoming something but lacked the resources to do it. "Just keep monitoring the diagnostics…and pray that the LASER holds true. It's the only thing we can properly rely on at this point."

Reed sat up straight. "I'll have my troops construct a hard wall around it. Case it comes under fire."

"And what about you all? What's Shield's play from here on out?"

"Once hostilities start…_if _they start…we'll deploy to the FOB."

"Who's holding down the fort now?"

"That'll be Sword. They'll expand out and provide us a sphere to work inside of. Confuse Covie, and cripple 'em if the opportunity presents itself. We'll backfill their positions at the hospital and finish fortifying what they didn't."

"They're probably finished fortifying by now." Rion assumed.

"Well, shit, with all this time on our hands, I kinda hope they did!"

Footsteps became audible and the two stopped talking. Soon, the newcomer came into view once they passed under the threshold from outside. The two officers idly passing the time failed to acknowledge his presence. They suddenly stood once they realized it was Major Wu. He waved both of them off without even looking their direction, just scanned the state of the ground floor and all the Warthogs packed inside of it. "No need for that, gents. As you were."

"What's the latest and greatest, sir?" Reed asked, stowing the e-cig.

"Watson is having Shield TACAMO tonight."

"Did he say why?"

"Didn't give a reason." Wu gaited over to a ledge and took a seat there, his fatigue obvious. "Just positioning the pieces on the board, I suppose."

"Finally, a purpose."

Wu was off-handedly craning his neck and staring far into the darkest reaches of the ground floor in between conversation.

"Somethin' wrong, Major?" Reed asked.

"What are these civilian vehicles I'm seeing?"

Rion followed the Major's stare and said, "Ah, those are the Doctor's SUVs. Rode in one of 'em. Ride like lumber trucks but at least the seats are quite nice."

Wu then offered a rare, contented smile at the two of them. "Any of you had a chance to stay in contact with family?"

The Lieutenant answered for the both of them. "Roger, sir. You, sir?"

"Not really. Been running rampant these past weeks."

"I was gonna say you look a little puffy-eyed."

"X.O. has its perks, just that you don't get to enjoy them until the fighting is over."

Reed nodded at the higher-ranking officer. "Looks like you got some down time right now. Let's get you to the rooftop, sir. Take five minutes for yourself."

Wu thought about this for a few seconds, then shrugged. "Lead the way."

**0825 Hours UTC  
>Rooftop<strong>

"Major Wu, were you a wrestler?"

The junior field-grade officer held the GUI tablet with one hand, his other hand contracted into a fist propped on a knee while seated inside the Chief's ops tent.

"Yeah, back at ROTC before I shipped off to CAMS. How'd you guess, Chief?"

"Low CG. Short, stocky limbs. You've got a forward-bearing gait. You spent a lot of time grappling opponents."

"The limp I got is another story. Still recovering from that one." Wu glanced at Reed.

"That firefight we had in the river was a hell of a thing, sir." Reed said. "Did some _shootin'_ there. Was too bad you got hit. Damn, I 'member that fuckin' hill. What was it, Four-Four-Nine?"

"Roger…" Wu trailed off as his connection was initiated.

Reed then mumbled absentmindedly as if consumed in memory, "Tore 'em up, we did. For a while, anyways." The LT then looked to Fontaine upon the Major's withdrawal from the conversation. "Cassandra…That place was Shield Company's baby. The place where the ole Cap'n Stern really made his mark."

Rion didn't query further. It was something in the LT's eyes and voice that made the Warrant Officer look away.

"Well, let's give the Major some privacy. C'mon, LT, I've got just the thing to keep you occupied."

The Warrant Officer pushed aside the outer flap and looked around. A man Rion hadn't seen since the first element of the 906th arrived strode with an effortless thunder across the gravel-topped concrete. Rion could see and hear the pebbles beneath his boots bounce and jitter with each step.

"Hey, look who it is!" Fontaine hollered upon a second glance across the roof. "You just after some sun, Hickman?"

"Maybe a little."

"What the hell is the Seventh Army feeding you?"

At just shy of two meters, Chief Fontaine was tall, but Hickman had him by a whole head. He was a giant among his brethren, undoubtedly the largest soldier Rion had seen in the 906th—the entire UNSC in fact. The SFC tipped his head up, flaunted a cocky smile and said, "You're about to be graced with the presence of the finest aerial gunner this side of the Orion Arm."

"I don't suppose recoil is an issue for you."

The strapping NCO stepped toward Fontaine and Reed, "I heard that there's a phone booth around here somewhere."

"Major's on it right now. Where've you been?" Fontaine patted the Sergeant First Class on the shoulder and his hand bounced back at him.

"Me and the other Steel Dragons have been running some practice sorties off-and-on. Mostly a bunch of high-speed strafes a few klicks further out to the South."

"Steel Dragons…"

"What we call the attack squadrons. Falcons, Hornets."

"Fuel not an issue here?"

"Apparently not. The Warrant Officers like their seat time, so I just tagged along since they were burning fuel anyways. Gotta maintain the proficiency any chance I can get. Pays dividends. You'll all be thanking me sooner or later."

"I imagine it's a perishable skill. Nice to know you're getting some trigger time."

"Well, not so much the trigger time. We use bore sight LASER designators for the practice runs so we can conserve the live brass for when it matters. We're in this for the long run, Chief." Hickman turned toward the Lieutenant. "What's that Shield Company motto of yours, sir?"

"Until we're needed no more." Reed said in mid-swing, a cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth. The head of the club smacked the dimpled ball and it disappeared in a white streak. "Boom. Three-twenty meters, at least. Sight that one out, Chief."

"See, I like that slogan." Hickman nodded, thumbing toward the Lieutenant. "Watchdogs are some shit-hot soldiers, Fontaine, but I guess you won't see that from this bird's nest." Hickman craned his neck higher and gazed far out past the Western parapet. "You driving some hard-boils downrange? What's the score?"

"I'm about to kick the LT's ass." Fontaine chided. "I got a three-fifty meter swing a day ago. Not that we're really keeping score or anything."

"Just pass'n the time," the Lieutenant said as he again stepped up to a tee, "because everything else 'round here's a lame duck."

"You should step up, Hickman." Fontaine said. "Guy your size could prob—"

"—Alright," said Wu stepping out of the tent, "I'm done. Sorry that took so long. Haven't talked to them in a while. Well, no time to chat further. Need to run. Take care, gentlemen."

"Am I up?" Hickman asked. "Gotta check on the lady."

Two pairs of thumbs-up answered him.

Before the colossal NCO could take even a few steps, a whole squadron of combat aircraft down below spooled their engines up, sending a unanimous, ear-lancing screech in every direction. People could be heard yelling orders a few seconds after all the pre-flight burn procedures subsided. The commands came in succession, almost rhythmically, company officer after company officer herding troops by the numbers. In another instant, both the Lieutenant and the Sergeant First Class stopped everything they were doing and cocked their heads to the side, pressing their fingers against earpieces.

Rion set his golf club down and watched.

"Wife'll have to wait a bit." Hickman said with a bitter smile.

"What's happening, LT?" Fontaine asked. "Where's everyone going?"

Reed pivoted to face the exit and pressed lightly on an earpiece, sounding off, "Acknowledged." He turned to face Fontaine, backpedaling toward the elevator as he did. "I think it's finally that time the Nine-Oh-Sixth gets its turn t'eat."

"You headed out?"

"Yep. Stern's mustering all of Shield we're taking over the FOB." Reed threw up a mock-salute. "Good knowing you, Chief. Hope to see you when all this ends."

"Likewise, sir. Eat hearty." Rion saw them off with a nod. Hickman threw a light downward jab to the LT's shoulder and they both sped off to the lift.

**0845 Hours UTC  
>Rooftop<strong>

Fontaine remembered Lieutenant Reed's mention earlier in the morning of Shield Company's upcoming movement to the forward operating base inside Mombasa. He also remembered him saying that it wouldn't occur until later in the day. There could be dozens of logistical motives for speeding up the time-table. Advantages in fuel savings during certain hours of the day, the positioning of troop movements throughout the city that took advantage of avoiding heavy civilian traffic, jockeying the pieces on the board for optimal time-phased force deployments throughout the city's various sectors, and many more reasons. Whatever the current rationale, all Fontaine had to do was make sure things didn't get too screwy here at the rooftop.

Once again, the wing parked below spooled their engines and something else drove the Warrant Officer's gaze upward.

The reason for the sudden 906th mobilization was apparent in the sky.

The Chief battled Covenant before, but his last engagement was so long ago that he'd almost forgotten how awesome the sight of a Covenant vessel descending from orbit was. This one was an Assault Carrier which was particularly menacing as it pierced through the highest cloud layer. Rion he could see the radiating glow of the bloated, purple shape just before it crossed beyond the upper end of the troposphere. It's imposing mass seemed to crush the clouds beneath it, a massive thunderhead billowing up around the flagship's flanks.

He felt like a sitting duck, the ship was so large that it appeared too near. But another moment's logic would surely reveal that it was extremely distant—in fact near the limits of the radio-horizon if the Covenant carrier was positioned closer to ground. His first instinct would of course be to seek cover in the decks below, but Rion gained control over his nerves with a few more passing seconds. He stared at it. Already, various aerial dogfights were playing out, attack-craft from both sides of the fight collectively appearing as a colorless electron cloud surrounding the vivid interloper.

The unthinkable was now factual. The fight for Earth—the very first of human worlds—was at hand.

Down below, swarms of Pelicans and Falcons and Hornets ascended and vectored away in offensive formation toward Mombasa, leaving behind a wake of dirt-haze and fading exhaust swirling about the periphery of the site. Through the miasma and the sun and his own hands obscuring it all, Rion regarded the departing 906th Air Cav one last time. Aboard the vessels was Shield Company, fully mobilized and en route toward their new home.

Now loitering, Rion had no other function to pursue. His only charge had been carried out in full. Communications were up and running. With his equipment and expertise, every single member of the 906th could talk into their net as long as they wanted, as often as they wanted, a luxury item seldom realized on a battlefield. His only remaining challenge was to ensure it stayed that way. At least Lieutenant Reed was good on his word. The hard wall he promised Fontaine had been emplaced and now the LASER link was fully obscured, replete with a camouflage tarp above it. Surely concealed there from above, the wall also looked sturdy enough to take a few direct hits as well.

Rion performed a cursory inspection of the greater rooftop, opened a small personnel door embedded within the LASER's exterior reinforcement a moment after. Everything was proper and nothing was damaged during the course of their construction efforts. He rapped a knuckle against it and smiled, then stepped toward the ops tent. Inside, he queued the link to the telephoto lens from the GUI resting atop the table, zooming in on the Air Cav's short journey. After a few moments, the formation reached a mid-rise structure at a point where the New City met the Old, not too far from the main bridge. Pelicans initiated touch-and-go landings, offloading hordes of troops onto its rooftop. They landed by the dozen while all others remained in a holding pattern, taking their turns descending into what space was available.

One Hornet broke off and engaged a lone Banshee on a high-speed recon run that got too close for comfort. Rockets away and door guns blazing, the enemy craft was destroyed as it came within a kilometer of the 906th wing.

The unit's first engagement on Earth.

Chief Fontaine heard the unit's wideband crackle from a loudspeaker nearby.

"_Who's going down in history?!"_

That was unmistakably Sergeant First Class Hickman's voice being broadcasted to all nets, all personnel.

"_That'd be _this_ guy. First point on the board, Highwaymen! Uh!_"

An unknown responded, "_That's good. __Keep the channel clear."_

Rion smiled as he tracked the plummeting high-speed wreckage shortly before it disappeared behind another tower. He backed off about one-hundred meters and the field-of-view increased enough that he could see the victorious Hornet rotate about and encircle the outlying structures not a moment later, lurking and providing over watch along with three of its siblings. Within less than a minute, Pelicans began their return journey to the Parking Garage with only a few staying behind parked atop the Hospital's roof. An equal number of attack craft remained as well. He panned back to the mid-rise Hospital rooftop after tracking the departing vessels, zoomed in further, and saw all personnel scurrying toward the topside elevator and emergency stairwells like they had a purpose.

"The Nine-Oh-Sixth Highwayman." Fontaine said to himself. "Over, under, and everywhere in between."

Rion then realized that the Major would be headed underground if he hadn't already. The Chief set the tablet down and donned his combat ensemble, adjusting the tightness of his torso armor plating. For preparedness-sake, Fontaine drew his sidearm and racked the slide back halfway, making sure a round was already chambered and the trigger action safed. He fully understood that the Doctor's insolence had greatly stirred Wu. While the Covenant had unfortunately slipped at least one Assault Carrier through the roof, it now gave Fontaine and the Major the leverage they needed to lawfully infiltrate any of the underground sectors they wanted.

The Chief proceeded to the elevator and re-holstered the pistol. He genuinely disliked the idea of literally walking away from a fight, but this was the opportune time to get some much-needed answers.

A quick stop at floor twelve, Rion saw that all the parking spaces were filled with mil-spec vehicles, though there were no people present. In the middle of the cavernous level, the living tent that Rion had seldom visited was nestled right up against the pillars flanking the central ramp. Rion wasted no time. He unzipped the fabric and went straight for the transit case housing the only working spectrum analyzer he had remaining, ignoring the thirst and dehydration he now became aware of.

Stepping out and securing the outer lining, he turned to see a lone Warthog ascending the central ramp. At the top of the rise, the ATV stopped, flashed its bright beams three times in rapid succession and the horn blared. It crept closer to Fontaine as the Warrant Officer met it halfway. There in the driver's seat was Major Wu himself.

"Just the executive officer I was looking for." Rion grinned.

"Hey, Chief," Wu said with one hand on the wheel, "Going my way?"

"Headed below to see the Doctor?"

"Yes."

"Then aye, I am going your way."

"Hop in."

The Hog swerved one-eighty to descend the structure.

Wu drove the vehicle in broad, counter-clockwise maneuvers, arriving at one level only to right it about and proceed to the next downward ramp. Each vehicle parked on every story was neatly stowed, cowlings facing out. Almost every sector was devoid of people except for the first two, where soldiers either rested for their next shift, staged themselves as relief for returning FOB personnel, or were permanently stationed here serving as part of the command support staff.

Once the Hog hit the ground floor, Wu quickly found a parking spot and dismounted. "Time to set things straight, Chief. I take care of my own."

**0915 Hours UTC  
>Delta Corridor, Sub-complex A<strong>

The transition between the A Sub-complex and the Omega Sub-complex was in sight.

It was a lonely, seemingly derelict facility—a total absence of activity. Fontaine and the Major had entered in silence, not a word spoken the entire walk. Wu quickened his step, his strides fluid and purposeful, pulling ahead of Fontaine once the doors that previously held them back were almost tangible. He stopped there for a moment, afforded the Doctor one last chance by knocking a few times and stepped back with hands rested on his hips.

He gave an honest, gentlemanly wait.

Fontaine lingered behind in silence, occasionally glancing behind them and down the opposite length of the corridor. It was predictably empty. He activated his uniform's short-range communicator again in an attempt to hail the Doctor, returned his gaze to Wu and the doors, asking, "What's the plan if they don't respond?"

The Major stood up on his toes as he pressed his face against the window just above one of the handles. "Apparently nothing at present. Look."

Rion gaited towards the other half of the door adjacent to Wu and peered beyond the mesh-lined pane as best he could. Holding both halves of the door were what looked to be giant, electro-hydraulic pistons, connecting the doors to the ground at 45-degree angles. Buttresses anchored there to make the 906th's entry particularly trying.

"I'd say _firmly _at arm's length." Wu quipped.

"Justice for Jericho." Rion shook his head. "What do we do now?"

The glass pane in front of Wu's face fogged as he answered, the voice perfectly calm. "Get me one of the mechanics from the Combat Engineering Battalion. Tell him to bring a carbide saw. We're cutting this motherfucker down. Go."

"Yes, sir."

_**Twenty-five minutes later…**_

Rion watched as the mechanic knelt down and applied pressure against the frame of the saw, the fap disc whirling, screaming, sending a stream of sparks toward the man's apron. After two minutes of full-throttle buzzing, the soldier let go of the trigger and withdrew the saw, removing his protective mask once the rotary blade fully stopped. Rion shook his head as the smoke cleared. All the tool did was lightly score the metal.

The technician huffed. "This isn't going to cut it."

"What do we have that will?" Wu asked, staring at the chipped paint and burn marks.

"Well," the technician offered, "I could maybe weld up a hook to the door and we could get a Hog down here, winch it up and just rip the whole thing off the frame. A bit time consuming, but it would work."

"Eh." Wu scoffed. "I want this door off now."

"I think we have a plasma torch somewhere. Give me a minute to dig it up and I'll cut through this like butter. What's back there anyway, sir?"

"We don't know."

"Someone doesn't want people going through there, that's certain. You sure it's a good idea to force your way in?"

"It's the only choice we've been given. Get going. Bring two torches if you have them, but only if it's quick."

"Proceeding, sir."

Fontaine gave up the numerous attempts at hailing the Doctor from his body-worn transmitter. By now, it was well-obvious the new direction everyone was headed in. "Hey, Major, I'm gonna head topside and check for another view out there. Give me a ring when work starts on the door again."

"Roger, Chief. When you get a minute, see one of the network technicians and have them issue you a vid screen. That way you won't have to keep heading up there for peeps. Tablets we have are smaller and lighter than yours."

"Thanks, sir." Rion said over the shoulder.

He arrived at the surface alongside the technician just in time to see the incoming Air-Cav—or most of it—heading on final approach to the sands surrounding the parking garage. Rion and the soldier ran as fast as they could for the interior before the inevitable dust storm would arrive in their wake. There at the threshold was Lieutenant Colonel Watson, Mattis' Deputy Commander, waiting with a small entourage of Majors and Captains.

"Was Major Wu with you?" Watson asked loudly over the incoming drone of aircraft.

Winds swept into the garage as Fontaine answered with squinted eyes. "Yes, sir, trying to get further underground."

"What for?"

"The civilian administrator of the facility is…having some difficulty keeping us in the loop of things. Critical things. The doors are barred with sticks the size of Texas. Major's working on that right now."

"He's babysitting again. Well, next time you see him, tell him he needs to re-activate his comm. device. No one can get a hold of him."

"Roger, sir. Will do. I'll be headed down there again in a few minutes."

Fontaine gave a nod to the group of soldiers present at the ground floor and headed to the elevator. He called it with a jab at the button, glanced at the floor marker above and noted that it was already in-use, currently occupied at the sixth floor and heading upward.

"Shit."

Rion sprinted toward the ramp and ascended the levels on foot.

**1015 Hours UTC  
>14<strong>**th**** Floor, 7****th**** Army Main Command Post**

Rion took a breather once he met the final level just below the rooftop.

There at the top of the rise, he doubled over and allowed himself a few heartbeats to regain a somewhat normal respiration. He glanced up and was met with the sight of Mattis' primary command staff: a small number of executive officers, most of them Captains and Lieutenants presumably under Wu's direct command as well as a platoon-sized shop of nothing but enlisted technicians. They had their own stations to man, each encompassing the various functions of a battle staff: communications, intelligence, topography and weather, personnel, weapons and munitions, supply, fuel, everything. The 906th even had two of their very own air liaison officers relaying the will of the Commander to the Air Cav's flight planners. Even now, at the onset of battle, the activity was frenzied.

Somewhere on this level, one of the many tents undoubtedly housed Colonel Mattis—the strategic genius himself who had been placed in command of this mighty force some time ago. Rion took a few more breaths and sped up the last incline, once again met with the light of day. Fatigued, he lightly jogged to the tent, swiping the tablet up while reaching for the fridge. The only beverages remaining were cold sodas. He didn't care—just opened whatever was within closest reach and gulped it down. He queued the picture again, panning around the mid-rise, observed that nothing much in particular was happening on the exterior. Just then, a pulse of light shone in the periphery of the swath. Then two, then three, in rapid succession. He zoomed out and skewed in the direction of their origin. The next sight was disheartening.

The Type-47 Ultra Heavy Assault Platform—the infamous quadruped known by many in the UNSC as Scarabs—was lighting up the sky with its top-mounted anti-air turret while Air Forces attempted to strafe the modified Covenant mining vehicle. Of course it was no use to try and inflict any damage to the giant, mechanized beast, but anything would do as long as it distracted the thing from using its main battery on whatever it chose. For whatever it did target, the end result was total destruction. Rion grimaced at the screen, rubbing at his chin and hoping that by some chance an orbital MAC blast would be saved specifically for this thing.

It crawled over neighborhoods and scaled impossible inclines, drove right through mountains of rubble that were once immovable structures seconds before. Rion walked to the cot and crashed down, setting the tablet in his lap, again rubbing at his chin. He stole a few more gulps of the soda, crushed the empty husk with one hand, and threw it to the corner. He lifted the tablet, focused in on the aftermath of the Scarab's charge from Old to New Mombasa. It had left a sizeable chunk in shambles. It was a clear-cut path of destruction overtly visible even from the Parking Garage's sidelong view—the line of smoke, flames and shooting water stretching for miles to the East. Thankfully, the 906th's mid-rise was still intact and not of interest to anything yet. The Chief slewed the angle slowly and gently, following the hulk as its massive silhouette wavered between buildings in the foreground. Only the Assault Carrier hovering above it all could've deployed something that size.

Strangely, it began traversing Mombasa's main bridge instead of outright sinking it. Rion assumed the bridge would be one of many prime targets for the invading forces, especially for this beast which was ideally suited for such demolition. Cut off routes of supply and movement, isolate your enemy and prevent them from grouping into pockets of strength, and take them out piece by piece. The most fundamental aspect of ground warfare. That the Scarab chose otherwise only meant it had bigger priorities on the other side.

Reconvening at the base of the bridge from where the massive walker paused its assault were two Marines, male and a female, a miracle that they survived the blitz. A lone soldier then emerged shortly after. Rion had to adjust the focus to discern who—or what—it was.

"…A Spartan."

Rion zoomed in further, reaching the limits of the optics' accuity. Much like Sergeant First Class Hickman, the green-armored figure dwarfed everyone in its company. Meeting it there in the open was a single Pelican with a Main Battle Tank dangling from its tail section. A Marine hopped out of the cargo hold, a dark-skinned Sergeant Major chewing on a half-lit cigar. Just as the Pelican jettisoned the tank, he immediately began issuing orders, reeling in close to one of the lower-ranking.

The image was so clear that Fontaine could see the dust plume fanning outward beneath the Scorpion as well as the man's lip movements.

A mere moment later, the Sergeant Major re-boarded the Pelican and the super-soldier took control of the tank. Next, it began its upward push, wavering in and out of view as it spanned the bridge's support columns, ascending the incline. Rion zoomed out, discovered the ambitious odds the lone tank was up against. But his quick survey of the enemy's numbers proved moot; he soon began to see what effect a Spartan in a tank had on every hostile aircraft huddled around the causeway as they broke apart and exploded one by one.

Fontaine grinned wide. "Hoo-rah, Spartan."

**1035 Hours UTC  
>Delta Corridor, Sub-complex A<strong>

Rion banked a left at the T-junction and squinted his eyes at the arc of the plasma torch shimmering brightly from the far terminus. All he could see was the multi-hued glare, the surrounding walls, and the silhouettes of all the 906th personnel gathered there. It seemed more had shown up this time. The bright halo emanating outward was instantly relinquished as the technician halted progress for a break. Rion blinked the spots away from his vision. The heat radiating off the deep, rectangular incision was surely intense and the man backed away for a moment. He lifted up the auto-tinting mask, revealing heavy beads of sweat, and said, "Now when this thing comes loose, it's going to come loose with a bang. When I get back in there for the final cut, you three need to be right on top of me bracing the door…or we're all in for a nasty surprise. Alright, let's take a quick breather. Keep hold on the door for now."

He was correct. Fontaine could already hear the creaks and groans, the door twisting as he spoke.

Wu turned and regarded the Chief. "Fontaine, just in time. I've enlisted some help."

The Chief looked around. There were three strong-bodied men already leaned up against the left half of the door, ready to halt it from flying outward as there was no discernible way of knowing how much pressure was acting against it from the hydro-stick on the other side. But there were more here. A five-man team lingered off to the side, not participating in the effort. They weren't the added muscle needed to catch the door. They were a breaching squad, outfitted for just such a task with thick-hided battle dress, joint padding, heavier body armor, face shields, shotguns and flash bangs.

"Hey, Major, the Light Colonel asked me to have you reactivate your personal comms."

"Thanks, Chief." Wu clutched Fontaine on the shoulder. "Things could get hostile down here, Chief. I hope they don't, but I can't have you around if they do. You're the only guy smart enough to make sure comms stay the way they are, so I need you to hold fast here or topside, whichever you prefer. I'll sound an all-clear once I know the area's secured."

**1100 Hours UTC  
>14<strong>**th**** Floor, 7****th**** Army Main Command Post**

"Navigate to the 7th Army Command Portal and you'll see the complete list of network addresses, Chief."

An enlisted soldier with a patch denoting the logo of the 7th Army Comm & Infrastructure Corps handed over a flexible display to Fontaine, already rolled up like an ancient scroll.

"Thanks, soldier."

Fontaine proceeded back down the ramp, avoiding the elevator due to it being heavily in-use recently. The Main CP was a hive. Rion couldn't even imagine what it was like for the forward-deployed elements at the FOB right now. He unrolled the display as he walked, the smooth fabric turning rigid in another instant. A touch-sensitive button activated its software program and Rion navigated to the main portal, recognizing the address of the topside spyglass. He had this memorized.

He woke up the telephoto lens and refocused on the last place he viewed, the city's main bridge. It was nearly barren of activity, but the carnage left behind by the Spartan was impressive—twisted and mangled vehicles of all sort belching smoke and plasma. He then panned across the length of the bridge and over the tunnel it transitioned into, to the other side. For the first time since the battle started, a swell of hope registered on Fontaine's face. The ruinous Scarab was vanquished. It stood limp inside a wide canal, aflush with deep scars gushing colorful flames.

Rion quickened his step, eager to inform all passerby of the good news on his way down.

**1115 Hours UTC  
>Delta Corridor, Sub-complex A<strong>

The Chief rounded the T-junction again and nodded at the one man remaining at the threshold into the Omega Sub-complex. He slowed his step until he approached the face of the doors, one of them removed with jagged outlines, resting against a wall at an angle. The soldier adjacent to him had his back to the other wall, hefting a carbine, not doing much of anything except observation.

"How long?" Fontaine asked.

"Been going on fifteen minutes now."

"No word yet?"

He shook his head. "Nothin'."

Rion peered deep into the corridor of Omega. It was just as long as the Delta Corridor, just as barren. He thought he could see recesses off to either side at the very end. Whereas Delta had offices, Omega had additional corridors instead, stemming perpendicular to it.

"Damn, they could be down any one of those halls." Rion mumbled.

"Yeah, but they did split up a bit to make it a faster process."

"Seriously?"

"Just two groups. So, three people each."

Rion nodded. "Not so bad."

No sooner had the Warrant Officer responded, all six men appeared from separate corridors, convened in the middle of the hall and marched toward his position. Even from this distance, Rion could see the look of defeat and disappointment. Their weapons were hanging loosely from their grasp, nearly dragging against the floor as they sauntered. Wu led the pack of five infiltrators, which was followed by three unknown soldiers to the rear that Rion had never seen before.

Upon venturing near the transition between the two corridors, Rion could make out a single, silver star pinned to the epaulettes of one of the unknowns in the center. He immediately snapped to attention as did the Highwayman providing egress security with him.

"At ease," the unknown said with a heavy baritone, "we're informal around here."

He was an Army general dressed in battle fatigues, the heavily-camouflaged variety designed for urban warfare. White-grey-black-blue. Generals were usually heavily stereotyped and inaccessible, but not this one. Overweight, liberal with regulations and choice of conversational words—it didn't seem that the common misconceptions applied here to this General. Fontaine made sure to get a good look at the senior officer's name tape: LeMay. Brigadier General LeMay. He was as lean as any of the 906th troops, though with a solid-grey head of hair and a matching mustache, every single appearance aspect within regs.

Rion went to Parade Rest rather than going to full-rest despite the relaxed air of the man who uttered the command. Wu approached Fontaine, bit his lip and shook his head. He then turned around to face LeMay.

"Look," the General said, addressing the Major as if revisiting a prior conversation, "I understand your concerns. Really, I do. Hell, I might've acted just as you did if I was in your position. I was a rather boisterous officer myself before I got my first set of G-series orders, but you need to understand and respect that keeping this place sterile of unauthorized visitors is among my greatest concerns."

"And you've heard ours, sir." Wu responded, his posture more relaxed than Fontaine's.

"Your infrastructure is still functioning?"

"For now, sir, but at limited capacity." Wu glanced at Fontaine. "The Chief can elaborate."

Rion raised a brow and cleared his throat, stepping forth to look the General in the eye.

"Sir, there's a massive amount of interference in this area and I believe it's coming from underground. Two of our circuits are null and void because of it. The Doctor might be withholding some information that could undo that."

The Major added, "And with the Covenant now trading shots with us, sir, we need to readdress this with the Doctor. Where is he?"

"Hold on, now, Major. The Doctor was just doing as I instructed. Let's leave him out of this."

"So what you're saying is that we can take up our concerns directly with you, sir?"

"I would like to help, but really there's nothing that can be done about it."

"Well, maybe we can do something about it, sir. Fontaine is an expert."

"No. Can't have outsiders in here."

"I just don't understand why this has to be difficult. You acknowledge our situation up there, now something _needs_ to be done about it. We've got a war to fight at the surface."

"It's _not_ difficult, it's _simple. _None of you can have access to this facility. That's by my order. We will be repairing this door. Refrain from trying to gain access again. Let's not deteriorate our neighborship any further."

"But you do recognize that there is a source of interference here and that it's affecting everyone." Wu stated flatly, his face devoid of expression.

"…Yes, we are aware." LeMay responded, the tone of his voice just as absolute as the Major's facial features.

Wu paused and didn't press his case any further for the moment, his jaw clenched. Rion again rubbed at his chin, that nervous quirk of his returning while the two officers gauged one another.

Amicably, the General offered, "We're not in control of it. Really, there's nothing we can do at this time."

"Just know that if our last working asset goes offline up there, we're blind, sir. Nine-Oh-Sixth will be blind."

"I know about the assets being provided by Chief Fontaine up there. You'll be fine. He's been spec'd with the proper gear. It's why you're still on the grid as we speak. And he's the perfect man for the job if anything unforeseen happens."

The Flag Officer continued to observe Wu, never once glancing at Fontaine or anyone else, though all anyone could observe from a distance was silence and an apprehension emanating from the Major.

"Okay, to be fair," LeMay continued, "I know you just want answers and to be able to restore full capability to your own resources. Perfectly understandable. Which is why I will help you. Just not now."

"Any ETA on that help then, sir?"

"Maybe in two and a half weeks, give or take. Three weeks at most."

"Three _weeks_?!" Wu huffed, almost losing cool in front of a superior officer. "Sir, rarely has a colony lasted that long under Covenant attack."

"You have your protocol. We have ours. No one can enter beyond these premises until Captain Lawson arrives."

"Who is Captain Lawson?" Wu threw his hands up in the air, the officer's frustration reaching a peak.

"He is my Deputy Commander and he possesses intel of the highest sensitivity. He is the missing piece in our efforts at this facility and is en route as we speak. His arrival might very well be the key to all this interference. Again, no one enters until he arr—"

Major Wu looked away and pressed on his earpiece, withdrawing from the conversation in an instant. LeMay did the same.

"What's going on?" Fontaine asked.

The Major's eyes widened. "ODSTs inbound."

"Lots of 'em." LeMay added.

Wu about-faced and marched toward the junction. He snapped a finger at his men. "Topside!"

Rion remained for only a few more seconds if only to scan the faces in the midst, though all eyes were on the departing Major.

"C'mon, Chief," one of the 906th soldiers said to Fontaine, "seems the show's over down here."

**1132 Hours UTC  
>Ground Floor<strong>

"Can we counter him with anything?" Fontaine asked as the elevator ascended. "I thought I heard someone say Seventh Army can commandeer just about anything it wants if the Covenant show up?"

"Yeah," Wu answered, "I said that. But this is a general officer. I don't think there's anything in our playbook that says we can override someone like that. And he isn't playing ball, so why would he help us go any further? Or even respond to threats?"

"Yeah." Rion rubbed at his chin. "So we're back to square one then. No better off than we were when dealing with that Doctor. New face, same devil."

"Hang on, Chief," Wu held up a hand and pressed on the earpiece, "I'm getting a communique." The Major nodded a few times and looked back to Fontaine. "ODSTs just might be able to help us win a counter-offensive earlier than we planned. They're descending on the city as we speak. Things are going to get a lot busier at the HQ. I hope your comms stand the test of time."

The doors opened into sunlight.

"But getting back to the General," Wu continued as he led them outward, "if we had someone on our side with two stars or greater, we could get back in there and back on the happy path."

Rion craned his neck as he stepped across the sandy walkway. Everyone else did the same. Just beyond the silhouette of the massive Parking Garage was a swelling sphere of light emanating from inside New Mombasa. Pure white, it expanded with a ravenous pace, engulfing whole skyscrapers in its wake.

"I don't think there'll be a happy path, Major."

Wu rushed toward the structure's interior followed by his security detail and Fontaine.

"Retake your posts." Wu told them while heading towards a small group of 906th officers clustered at the ground floor.

"Where's that Assault Carrier?" Watson asked, peering into a screen showing the networked video feed of the rooftop spyglass. He keyed in a command and preempted control of its movements from whoever had it prior.

"It must've jumped from inside the city." Fontaine shook his head as he approached behind Wu. "That's not good."

Watson, the oldest man in the unit, nodded with a bitter glance at Fontaine. "It's going to leave a hole the size of this entire outpost. Let's hope the hospital didn't go down with it."

"Chief Fontaine," Wu said, "can you estimate what effect the radiation from that Carrier's jump will have on our infrastructure?"

"EMP won't be a problem, sir. Everything's hardened against that, and we're far enough away. The FOB, though, I'm not so sure about."

Watson clutched at Wu's shoulder. "Get in contact with Stern and have him perform accountability of all his troops. Same for Sword Company."

At that, Rion departed for the roof, hoping to perform his own sort of accountability as well.

_**Ten minutes later…**_

Rion held the command console aloft as he took a seat on the cot. The outpost was so far removed from Mombasa that there were no distant sounds to accompany what he was seeing on-screen. It then occurred to him that someone else was currently operating the spyglass's movements. He cut connection and did what he came here to do in the first place.

He dialed into Alpha Site from a calling program, straight to Colonel Kromer.

The connection was near-instantaneous.

"Chief. That you?"

"Colonel. Damn, it's good to hear your voice, sir. How's Alpha Site holding up?"

There was a pause.

"Fine, chief. Some skirmishes topside, but we've got it under control. How's your situation at that outpost?"

"A lot different than yours, I'm sure. We're holding up. Seventh is a fine unit, sir."

"I told you that you'd be in good hands, didn't I?"

Rion heard a chuckle from the officer.

"Aye, sir. You did."

"Everything green over there?"

"As green as can be, sir."

"I had a feeling you were keeping their hopes up. Listen, you're doing a good job out there. I'll contact you if anything here changes. And Rion…good luck to you."

"Same to you, sir."

"Kromer, out."

Rion set one GUI down to pick up another, querying the status of the spyglass. Whatever user was in control earlier had left the session, so Rion then had free access to it. He peered deep into Mombasa, noting the wanton destruction all about the central region of the artificial island. The orbital tether was at the epicenter of the Carrier's ion rift-wake when it jumped. He could see it gently swaying, strands of it fraying.

"Damn."

That it was so well-engineered was likely the only reason it was still standing.

He peered beyond and to the monolithic Alpha Site, that familiar silhouette towering over much else in its vicinity. The Colonel was correct—there was a bridge-side skirmish taking place. The Covenant wanted in, exactly what Rion feared. The ONI field HQ was surely a prime target. Wraith tanks and coordinated ground troops were on assault duty while Shade emplacements further back rained a steady stream of plasma on the site's fortifications. Rion could only hope the Colonel was also correct in that the local security forces had it under control.

Fontaine perked his head up as he heard a flight of aircraft on approach. He quickly stepped outside after ending the GUI feed from the lens. Three Pelicans began their descent off the Eastern front of the Parking Garage, idling there, keeping the engines hot. He peered over the ledge and saw the 906th's first casualties being lifted out by stretchers. Corpsman immediately poured out of the ground floor and met them halfway, checking vitals as they all scurried into shade.

Not a moment later, their replacements ran into the sun and boarded the transports, speeding up the tail ramps at full-tilt. They were airborne and en route to the FOB in another moment.

**1230 Hours UTC  
>Second Floor<strong>

Fontaine had just finished changing into a fresh set of battle fatigues. The shower he took moments prior was a relief. He'd felt grimy and gritty. The sands of the last few days had worked its way inside every crevice of his old uniform—now just finishing its drying cycle from a machine nearby. He'd paid a brief visit to the medical booths at the third floor. The entire interior of their tent was a sterile environment, and Rion couldn't clearly see their faces through the translucent drapes, but he understood their outcomes quite well. One lost an arm, another their hearing, and the remaining troop's face would never be recognizable again—charred to the bone from plasma burns. Life was a miracle itself. That a soldier so beaten could still endure and hold on was also another miracle.

At the onset of all this trauma and loss these few soldiers faced thus far, Rion couldn't help but wonder for a moment what else it was like out there, beyond the 906th's locus of control. He couldn't fathom it, didn't have the heart to after witnessing those boys just a few meters away.

A crackle came over Rion's earpiece, now linked to the 906th's internal battle net.

"Everyone, prepare for incoming debris. The Orbital Tether is about to come apart."

That was Lieutenant Colonel Watson. His voice was immensely calm despite the urgency, though the intent was clearly conveyed. Rion immediately unrolled his portable display and patched into the spyglass, saw that someone had already slaved it to their commands. He watched in passive mode as the operator of the feed tracked the New Mombasa Uplift, an economic and logistical powerhouse of the region—but no longer.

Its undoing was slow, but deliberate and inexorable.

Massive strands snapped at various points and flew apart with extreme force. All the pent-up kinetic energy expending itself was strangely a fascinating sight to behold. The more lengths that let go, the faster that others followed suit. What at first seemed like a progression that would require many minutes to play out only took a few more seconds as the entirety of the trunk exponentially frayed open, unraveling all the way to the core. Then, all at once, the entire structure plummeted. The current operator of the display tracked a single, massive chunk of it. The descent lasted for half a minute. To somewhere off in the West near Tsavo, it crashed into the ground, leaving half its body lying sunken into its own depression. The dust plume reached at least a hundred meters into the air as a signal of its final death woe casting out in every direction.

Seconds later, the sound of the concussion oscillated gently toward the 7th Army's Main Command Post greatly attenuated over the vast distance, the shockwaves imperceptibly agitating the superstructure of the Parking Garage.

The operator zoomed out. The sky was raining with the Tether's disparate parts, crashing over a radius too wide to calculate from this vantage.

**1335 Hours UTC  
>Rooftop<strong>

Rion stared across the plains.

He could much more easily accomplish what he was doing by raising the spyglass again, see more activity, and see it with a thousand times more clarity than through this overexposed panorama of dry haze and intense sunlight. But it was the far Eastern horizon that summoned his gaze. In some kind of war memorial painting, it would be quite a vivid, touching sight—maybe one of many in such a place. Now, in this moment, it was simply awe-inducing. The horror of an entire city nearly in ruin from this distance was unmistakable and could not be ignored.

Fontaine's earpiece squawked.

"_Chief, are we good on comms? I've been having trouble raising the FOB_."

"Still in the green out here, Major. EMP might've offlined their antennas and amplifiers. You might want to have someone ship out a replacement set on the next Pelican run. But we're good here."

"_And you?"_

"Me? I'm holding out. More worried about your troops on the front lines."

"_I hope to know soon enough_." Wu said as a trio of Pelicans rose up and flew away from the site.

"Where are they going?" Fontaine asked, noting the Scorpion tanks being ferried away by the dropships.

"_The Colonel loaned out some support to another organization. Seems they took quite a beating and they're losing ground. Those tanks should shore them up_."

Rion heard an audible indicator emanating from one of the tablets inside the ops tent. "Sir, that's good news. I'll speak with you later. Fontaine, out."

He stepped inside and saw the GUI's display, noting multiple contact attempts from Colonel Kromer. Rion deftly swiped up the tablet and answered the call.

"Sir, Chief here. Go ahead."

"_Fontaine…_"

"Sir, everything alright?"

"_Fontaine, you're going to experience a comms blackout in a little while. Don't worry, it's only intermittent. Shouldn't last more than a minute_."

"Was this scheduled or was this just now decided?"

A hesitation...

"_No, this was rather sudden_. _The satellite controllers in Colorado are swapping birds. Your uplink should automatically re-acquire. And Chief, you'll need to update the WAN network address...because Alpha Site won't be the relay station anymore_."

"Why, sir? What's going on?"

Rion heard a bout of static, then a bout of screaming.

"_Seal that door, dammit!"_

"Sir, who was that? Are you all under attack? Have they breached?"

"_Look, I'm surrounded down here. Covenant drones got the place locked down tighter than a snare and the boys topside have no choice but to level this place. Too many sensitive assets here. Chief…Rion…you're going to see some interesting things over there at that field HQ. Just keep doing what you're doing and stick by your original orders. Share your wisdom with the Seventh and anyone of strategic importance that comes your way, they may soon need it. You were chosen for this op by me. You never once proved me wrong every time I spoke in esteem about you. I look back and think about what a difficult position we put you in over there without being able to let you know what you were getting into, and the impact this is having on your family. But it was always going to be you, Rion. It had to be you. Hang tough through this. See it through for me_."

"I will, sir, but what about _you?_"

"_Me…Well, this is my last hurrah, Chief. I'll be going down with the ship this time, so divert all of your data protocol defaults over to the unicast address I'm sending you now. All further intel and communications will relay through there from here on out. Alpha Site won't be on the map anymore._"

Not an instant later, a skyward plume of smoke, ash, and flame erupted to the East.

"_As always, Fontaine, it was a pleasure serving with you. Kromer, ou_—"

Rion hung his head for a moment and leaned against the parapet.

**1500 Hours UTC  
>Rooftop<strong>

Rion could do nothing but continue to watch.

The smoke and debris barely allowed a glimpse of anything but the city's tallest towers from the outpost's extreme distance. Only the base of the Uplift was visible, its cable section completely shorn a few hundred meters up. Further to the left, the ONI Alpha Site's surroundings might as well have been invisible as its own destruction totally obscured the area. Rion's witnessing of its demise was still fresh in mind. The Colonel had been his mentor for the last few years. His leader. A family man. A dedicated Marine. Despite such a loss, knowing what had to be done to carry on was also at the forefront of Rion's thoughts.

As if asserting the futility of Mombasa's defense, though, another Covenant Assault Carrier materialized from a slipspace exit. Then a Battlecruiser. And another. And more.

They immediately went to work, dispensing various aircraft from their innards, each warming up their main battery abows. Rion didn't need a telephoto lens to witness it all. The pinpricks of light from the waking plasma cannons were bright as distant stars seen through a telescope on a cloudless night. Once they connected to the Earth's surface, Rion's eyes began to feel pain. He relinquished his stare at the ruby-red beams and took in the panorama once again. More vessels continued to arrive in steady intervals as if the attack was staged for some time at a safe distance from Earth's space-based defenses. A few broke off and started in the direction of the outpost. Rion cocked his head and his brow began to furrow.

He reached out to the Major over the internal net.

"Sir, you might want to look at this."

"_What?_"

"Take control of the spyglass for a sec, sir."

"_Roger…_"

Rion glanced to the side and saw the lens start to move, the servo motors faintly whirring.

"Oh_, yes, that's bad news. I'll inform everyone_."

"Wait." Rion said. "They're diverting."

"_Yes, they are…_"

"Looks like they're listing off, slightly North. Main batteries warming up. They're firing down on the desert."

"_I see…"_

"What are they doing way out there?"

"_I don't know, but I like the fact that they're leaving Mombasa_."

"And that they're not coming this way too."

"_Still good up there?_"

"Better than good, actually. I've siphoned off extra bandwidth from the folks below. Nine-Oh-Sixth can team-chat all day, everyday, with simultaneous live video feeds from all vehicles and troops. Hell, tell your people to gossip on-air if they want to."

"_That gonna hold out with your higher ups?_"

"Got no more higher ups, sir. Alpha Site's down."

"…_I see, Chief. I'm sorry. If any of those ungrateful eggheads downstairs get uppity with you, send 'em my way._"

"No. I'll deal with them myself."

"_Listen, Chief, I admire your dedication to the Nine-Oh-Sixth, but a Warrant Officer might get run over by those people. I'm a Maj—_"

"—Hell with them, sir. I'll send 'em all right back down to their hole if they come at me. I don't give a shit anymore."

"_You're old school. I like that. You have my support_."

"So what's the situation like with the comms over at the FOB?"

"_Pelican en route with new equipment. ETA on reconnect is twenty minutes, tops_."

"Glad to hear it, sir."

**1540 Hours UTC  
>14<strong>**th**** Floor, Command Support Staff, 7****th**** Army Main Command Post**

Rion's LASER uplink was temporarily offlined. It was just as Kromer had once said. Rion tried to squelch his sorrow at the thought of the man's last, brave moments.

The offline status meant little for the time being; the FOB's own uplink was non-operative as well.

He glanced about the many stations of the Brigade Support Battalion. They had taken over the entire 14th story of the structure. He could feel the heat wavering in and out from all the equipment they used to process various types of data and facilitate hundreds of simultaneous active links. Rion casually strolled through the layout, combing through the rows of stations and discerning their individual functions. He stopped abruptly at one particular node, the holo-caption hovering above it displaying, INTER-FACILITY/LONG-HAUL COMM.

The soldier seated there was currently speaking into a headset while shuffling through memory chips and inserting them into consoles.

He heard the enlisted technician huff once and remove his headset.

"Hey, soldier, any word on the Hospital?"

He turned to face Fontaine, glancing up at him. "Their comm. link went down when the EMP hit."

"Tracking. We shipped off a new set of equipment to them from spares stock earlier. So, no word then?"

"None, Chief. Just tried hailing them. They probably need more time to get it set up and working."

"Any updates from Air Cav?"

"Hang on, I'll check." The soldier keyed a console switch and spoke into the receiver, "HQ to Airborne Recon, copy?"

"_Roger," _the loudspeaker sounded off, "y_ou're go for Recon."_

"Do you have eyes on the FOB?"

"_Negative, no eyes at this time. We're currently too far to the West for a visual."_

"What's the situation like out there?"

"_We're holding position at Mariakani. LZ was too hot the last run. Need to regroup with the Steel Dragons for fire support."_

"Recon, is there _any _friendly activity taking place at the Hospital or nearby?"

"_Too much debris and we won't see shit until it clears."_

Fontaine then asked, "Anything on long-range telemetry, pilot? IFFs? Thermals? _Satellite downlink?_"

"_Nothing friendly on any spectrum as far as we can see. Covenant are literally glassing the hell out of the entire region!"_

The pilot at the distant end of the link sighed, the anguish not lost through all the distortion in between.

_"HQ...did you read me? Anyone still remaining East of Mazeras is king of Mombasa as far as I know._"


	10. Seeing is Believing

_Look for the signs, keepers of the flame. They will lead you to war, and perhaps, to victory._

**0930 Hours UTC, 7 November 2552 (Military Calendar)/****  
><strong>**Sol System, Earth, UNSC Science Outpost 01A-77****  
><strong>**14****th**** Floor, 7th Army Main Command Post**

_**Seeing is Believing**_

Nearly three weeks of steady-state battle. That's what the calendar indicated. Fontaine lowered his multi-function display timepiece and looked around. So much had taken place here. In this moment of reflection, it seemed to the Chief Warrant Officer that a full-scale rotational deployment on some far-away world had come and gone as if he were reliving one of his old enlisted days.

He'd witnessed the weather patterns change from Summer to Fall under this African sun. Inside the shade of the 14th floor, Rion reached into a cargo pocket and retrieved the flex-display, unrolling it quickly for a peek into the spyglass one story above. From a set of virtual eyes with a rooftop vantage, he peered at the city with moderate zoom. A cursory glance was all he needed. The smoke and haze had settled enough to where he could see windows and doors and street signs again. The thoroughfares of both cities were less chaotic. Less movement could be tracked. The remnants of battle had been displaced in the recent days.

Rion scaled back to 1x magnification and the field of view expanded to its maximum width, then he panned from side to side for a full sweep. Not one Covenant Cruiser was even remotely close enough to the Parking Garage to notice the presence of a massive unit occupying it. All of the unit's prior engagements occurred at or around the FOB—near the gateway between both cities. The Covenant were either too busy to notice or didn't care about the airborne ant trail that the resupply runs must've looked like from a distant observer.

It seemed things would quiet down for Mombasa and hopefully stay that way.

While every person in the 906th was actively tasked again and again on a daily basis, Chief Fontaine's only charge was still one that merely required the equivalent of treading water. The LASER uplink was performing flawlessly and required zero maintenance. His own daily routines had become predictable, almost cathartic in comparison to the functions of those around him. In the recent days since hostilities began, Rion offered his help to the men and women of the 906th out of compassion. He'd loaned his skills to basic mechanical or electronic labor for the unit wherever he could, occasionally made a name for himself here or there outside of the Morale Call Guy or Roughneck Techie monikers.

Warthog radio boxes, earpiece transceivers, tool calibration—anything to take the load off his over-worked brethren, even if it was only a morsel of assistance compared to the mountain of duties each of them had been inundated with. The battle across the horizon and the stress it caused even for the people that were physically removed from it had pushed the CP into a realm of melancholy, the doldrums of detachment from what everyone here knew was a living hell out there. Eventually, Rion took it upon himself to find work wherever he could just to keep his wits in-check.

He'd visited the spectrum analyzer multiple times a week as well, remembering the fourth of November to be a particularly active day for the bizarre signals propagating about the desert floor. He reminisced on the tiny, little whispers of other days too, but the anomalies remained largely suppressed. Fontaine overlooked logging anything new in his Master Station Log, for the days' events since October 20th largely concerned combat—and he could easily reach into the Brigade's notes and copy all of the significant acts of every skirmish. They'd undoubtedly do a far better job of tallying up the Battle of Mombasa than he could.

Currently, Rion found himself walking to the busiest part of the 14th floor, such in the way he usually did when trying to discern the strategic implications of what was taking place outside of his own spheres. He moseyed toward the rows of stations operated by the Commander's Support Staff, trying not to draw attention to himself in the middle of their typical frenzy. Company-grade officers awaited the reports of various senior technicians as they consulted maps and unit rosters and communiqués of various priorities, trying to aggregate everything into a singular, cohesive stream of consciousness among everyone in the entire Brigade. Rion even saw two Army civilians advising some of the young ones in uniform, leaning over their stations to offer their knowledge. Apparently, they'd been flown in recently. Maybe Mattis deemed the working environment safe enough for these elderly folk—likely retirees—garbed in trousers and polo shirts and covered with non-standard patchworks of armor plating.

All staff undoubtedly had the Cell running like a well-oiled machine with their heavily-practiced procedures and the years of training they'd invested into themselves and their understanding of the unit—as well as its coveted 'playbook'. It was a tight-knit entity, much like an ethnic family unsullied by the outside forces of a modern society. Rion found Colonel Mattis by himself far away at one corner of the area, consulting a giant, wide-aspect holo-display the unit colloquially knew as The Palantir. Rion slowly gaited toward the man, the sounds of controlled chaos aft diminishing the closer he got to him.

The Colonel was deep in thought.

"Where does the Nine-Oh-Sixth get its geospatial intelligence from, sir?"

Colonel Mattis glanced at Fontaine, then went back to observing the IMINT display as he answered, "Cube-sats in orbit as well as ground-based sensors and human intel."

"Covenant hasn't tried to bring down your grid yet?"

"They're either oblivious to it or they care less. I don't think they'd ever have a shot at putting the blinders on us anyway."

"Why's that?"

"Cube-sats are about the size of a gravball."

"Pretty small."

"Virtually undetectable. Even if they devoted considerable assets to locating and destroying them, there's hundreds of 'em up there."

"I guess that doesn't pose a challenge for friendly vehicles."

"No, they're pretty lightweight and coated in elastomer. They'll just bounce right off anything that hits 'em and then reorient."

Fontaine then said what was truly on his mind for the last few hours, hoping to get the sage insight of the Commander while staring blankly into the hologram ahead. "These Covenant ships keep showing up."

By Mattis' side, the Chief observed the unit's air picture. He felt somewhat humbled in the Colonel's presence. Rion had frequently liaised with high-ranking officers during his tenure as one commissioned-by-warrant and they often sought his advisement on matters that fell under his purview, but at present no one required Fontaine's expertise in communication-electronics as it was already put into action some time ago. He was sure many here had already forgotten his name and face, but the soldier next to him was revered by many even outside of his own branch of service.

Beyond just the blurbs generated by the military media machine, Rion heard accounts from fellow warrant officers about the man's uncanny ability to predict points of contention on a map and position pieces against the enemy like it was a park-side chess game. He was always two steps ahead at a minimum, some would say. Even though unforeseen variables could and would be introduced during the course of battle, he had multiple premeditated end-games ready to be executed with only a quick shift of resources or force redirects. He was one of three strategic visionaries who had a hand in creating the 7th Army playbook, the other two authors unknown. Much of the Seventh's stratagems were automated at a macro-level, and they had plenty of time to prepare for this scenario and many others like it.

The display hovering over an empty parking space a few paces in front depicted a hemispherical volume of approximately two-million cubic kilometers centered on the Parking Garage. It had a 3-axis grid overlay, completely accounting for the entire observable region with accuracy down to an inch. Dozens of blips denoted the major enemy players suspended above the desert plains—all clustered in a single quadrant of the blued image. By Rion's rough estimation, he assumed a count of twenty-odd Battlecruisers and two of the venerable Assault Carriers. It was baffling to see them so deep inside atmosphere, if only to realize an instant later what those vessels were designed for and what they were capable of doing.

The Warrant Officer shook his head in amazement. "…More and more arrive by the day. Going on the better part of a month. You'd think Mombasa would've been obliterated a good while back."

The Colonel nodded in concurrence while only briefly glancing at the exhibit upon Fontaine's scrutiny, and then he looked away. Still, that tranquil stoicism was his most visible attribute as the leader glanced behind, slowly panning through the ambience of his hectic Support Cell across the concrete. He took in the bustle of the entire level with a steaming thermos of coffee in-hand, and it made Rion think about heading down to the second level so he could score some for himself. The fatigue of recent days was starting to take a toll on him as well. He couldn't even imagine what it was like for the personnel stationed at the FOB right now.

In the next moment, the Colonel's gaze took new focus on the hologram and he replied to Fontaine as if recalling short-term memory, the voice slightly hoarse. "Still trying to stitch all the individual pieces together. Along with the various intel from your folks, the fragments are starting to take shape. We'll know soon enough what exactly is going on."

"Since their arrival, they seem to be less interested in glassing us than they do that enormous piece way out there."

"Their initial assault was intended to cripple us and buy themselves some time. Fine by me. Gives us some breathing room."

"What's big-Navy doing about it?"

"Not sure. We have our orders, and I suppose they've got their own wounds to lick. I hear it didn't go well for them up there."

"And the Nine-Oh-Sixth's end-game?"

"Hard to say what the end-game will look like with this new development. This isn't the Covenant's typical style. Usually, it's annihilate and dig, or both simultaneously, not this hit-and-run-and-dig. I don't think anyone's seen this kind of behavior before. But for us, it remains this Brigade's duty to establish the regional defense and repulsion. Maintain the protective sphere we've got going and keep it expanding every chance we get."

"Sheltering civilians and WIAs in the meantime?"

"That's one major area of focus. What we're ultimately after is a massive regroup. In the meantime, we'll lead or promote uprisings, get people coordinated and synergistic, and eventually form enough combined strength for a counter-attack in concert with all other military branches. Navy isn't doing much yet, which tells you what kind of shape they're in. But it seems like Covy's got a trench to dig out there, and they're going to forfeit the advantage with their backs turned to us whether they know it or not."

"I just hope they don't find whatever it is they're looking for by the time we're ready. Must be an awfully important find for them not to finish the job they started in Mombasa."

"Well, they're gonna finish _some _kind of job. Just won't be in Mombasa. Nine-Oh-Sixth will help see to that."

"Someone somewhere has to know what this thing is."

"Nothing's been confirmed yet. Imagery provided isn't very conclusive, either. It looks like some kind of protective shell. I think there's something deeper underground that we can't see yet."

"Well, Covy's got that in the queue. Anyone consider a high-speed recon run directly over it?"

"With more Seraphs flying interdiction than a Rwandan mosquito swarm, we'd be sending pilots into certain death. And with the zero-percent success rate of recons so far, not even I can incentivize them to take on that kind of mission."

"What, our UAVs couldn't penetrate their air defenses, sir?"

"Nine-Oh-Sixth drones don't have the range or stealth to get that far. They're strictly for local situational awareness of our defenses and merely extend the range of the perimeter turrets. Their sensory gear isn't exactly ONI-grade material, either."

"Anyone tap the Air Force for a UCAV sortie?"

"Already attempted. They saw it coming well in advance. Shot them down before they could get within range."

"I get the feeling the UNSC is gonna be the last pony across the finish line with this excavation."

Mattis grunted.

"What about Shield Company? Sword Company?"

"They have their orders too."

"Has their situation improved?"

"No, but it hasn't worsened either. Fighting in Mombasa is at equilibrium. Steady waves of Brutes continually arrive, but they're only replacing what they lose…all to maintain that city-wide cordon they've got between Mombasa and this new dig site. Got the entire civilian transport infrastructure blockaded too. Not much else is known about their strategy other than protecting their new interest. They occasionally venture inward at random, if only to harass security forces and keep them on the defensive. But the Hospital is now under maximum fortification. We'll get more and more people to rally there. No Brute Army can take it, especially now that Shield has hunter-killer teams posted a dozen blocks out in every direction. Hairy bastards will be cut down well before they can even ring the doorbell."

"So they've got their so-called defensive sphere up. Lieutenant Reed was telling me about that plan earlier..." Rion's brutally-logical mind defaulted toward skepticism in light of all that was taking place and how Mombasa fared so far. "So, you say the hospital's pretty much impenetrable?" But then Rion also made sure to maintain tact when in the presence of a seasoned Colonel. "Whole thing sounds promising when I hear you talk about it, sir."

"Put simply, Chief, nothing's taking down the FOB unless one of those Capital Ships randomly breaks formation and takes a swipe at it, which is highly unlikely. Our people are pretty well concealed in that building, and the resupply routes to and from the FOB are quite removed from all the major—"

Mattis and Fontaine glanced rearward as a lone Warthog ascended the ramp in the middle of the structure, scooting into an empty parking spot a dozen meters away. Dismounting was the Major, now marching toward the two.

"…So, as you might guess," Mattis finished, "our movements are still unmolested. Major, did you just arrive from the FOB?"

"Roger, sir."

Colonel Mattis then squared his stance to the Executive Officer and leveled his gaze, suggesting that only a direct response was necessary. "What's your take on their reported status?"

Wu hesitated for one second. "…Green."

He didn't elaborate further.

And Mattis understood. The battle was beginning to toll on everyone, though no one would admit it for Earth's sake.

"Chief," Wu pivoted to face the Warrant Officer, offering a nod, "any luck with your backup antennas yet?"

"No kind of luck, sir. Still only a single antenna active."

Wu loosened the tension on his helmet and shook his head.

"What's this now?" Mattis asked.

"Sir, if something isn't done about Chief's situation, I'd say it's a certainty we'll be cut off from the FOB if we take fire. Chief, step up and brief the Colonel." Wu tipped his helmet in Mattis' direction.

"Well," Fontaine began, "the take away is that two-thirds of communications assets on the rooftop are dead in the water as we speak."

"What's happened to them?"

"There's intense interference in the area that they can't overcome."

"Source?"

"Coming from the underground facilities, sir. The Doctor heading the place offered no help and was very dismissive to both me and the Major. Come to find out the place is being run by a one-star, sir, and he's just as combative. We have one means of communicating outside of this structure with the kind of capability we have now and that's the LASER. We lose it…and we're headed back into the austerity of your unit's radio nets unless we do as the Major suggests."

"This has huge potential either way, sir." Wu added. "It's worth every bit of hassle."

Rion continued, "While we won't be totally incommunicado, we _will_ be greatly hampered and operations and intel-gathering will slow down as a result. Greatly."

This perked Mattis' interest, his brow raised.

Fontaine gestured at the ground as if cutting through all the levels by hand and pointing into the sub-complexes. "Just my assessment here, sir, but we can't afford something like that."

"What's the suggestion?" Mattis stood taller.

Rion again resumed, "It's obvious to me and Major Wu that we won't be going back down there unless we do it by force and thus consequence."

The Colonel nodded, saying, "Might doesn't always make right, especially with a brigadier general in the driver seat."

"I think the only safe alternative is if we have a higher-ranking general backing us up, which I don't see happening any time soon. Or_…_wait until some _Captain_ shows up."

"This General knows who we are and our purpose and he still stonewalled you?"

"Let's just say we weren't given any red carpet treatment whatsoever. Came off as understanding and even offered help, but not in any kind of reasonable timeframe. In effect, yes, he stonewalled the hell out of us."

Mattis cocked his head to one side and made a face. "So…who is this Captain?"

The conversation was cut short when one of the enlisted technicians approached Mattis directly. Under protocol, the Colonel would tend to a prioritized holo-queue prepared carefully by one of his executive aides rather than deal directly with the enlisted—but the matter was apparently of utmost urgency.

"Sir, there's a Smoking Gun on the horn asking for you, highest priority. I cross-referenced it to UNSC's B-Net. The hailing station is Cairo, the lead Orbital Defense Gun. Sir, it's Admiral Hood."

"…The Admiral of the Fleets."

"Affirmative, sir, and he's call-signing our station Iris. Sir, I've never heard of Iris."

"Patch the Admiral through to this station." Mattis ordered while activating the loudspeaker adjacent to the holo-display.

"This is Highwayman, Commander of the Seventh Army at Mombasa. Go, Smoking Gun."

"_There's a small squadron of Covenant dropships vectored to your HQ._"

"Roger, engaging." Mattis snapped a finger at Wu and pointed toward the Joint-Force Collaboration Station across the floor.

"_Negative, Iris. Stand down._"

Mattis waved off his Executive Officer before Wu could set out, his hand hovering in the air. "What, do you want the honors?"

"_Negative. Friendlies inbound. Do not…repeat…_do not_ engage._"

Mattis lowered his hand and frowned. "Come again, Cairo?"

"_Elites and Hunters have defected. They are on our side._"

"I'm seeing Capital Ships glassing as we speak. Confirm this with authentication codes."

"…_My authentication code is being transmitted to your station now."_

Mattis glanced across the grid of benches and chairs and to a technician listening in on the conversation. He threw a thumbs-up at the Colonel from across the Cell.

"I confirm your authenticity, Smoking Gun." The Colonel furrowed his brow and inhaled deeply. "…And any background info is greatly appreciated."

"_Those capital ships in your area are commanded by Brutes. Naval forces are re-assembling for a counter-attack. Make sure those inbounds arrive safely and provide escort if necessary._"

"We will hold our fire on the inbounds, but you'd better be spot-on about this intel, Cairo. I don't wish to re-enact the fall of Troy. Iris, out."

Wu looked up with a wary stare at his commander. "Orders, Colonel?"

Mattis scratched at his forehead, turning to his Deputy. "Consult Operation Valkyrie Phase Four, Allan." The Colonel then looked around while trying to suppress the befuddlement mounting his features. "The War's just entered a new era, Major Wu. VIPs inbound."

**1030 Hours UTC  
>14<strong>**th**** Floor**

A chime caught Fontaine's attention, an audible tone he wasn't familiar with.

He looked around for the source and soon observed those personnel that weren't sitting at their support stations were reaching for their flex displays. Rion did the same, fishing his hand into one of the cargo pockets. He unraveled it, discovering a rhythmic light-pulse that was in-synch with the sound. An urgent message identifier occupied nearly the entire display in bold red. He queued it open and it read:

FROM: LTC WATSON, ALLAN - DEPUTY COMMANDER, 7th ARMY/906 BDE  
>TO: 906 BDEALL PERSONNEL  
>PRIORITY: ALPHA<br>SUBJECT: ENACT PHASE FOUR OF OPERATION VALKYRIE

Team,

Objectives Nine through Twelve of Phase Four, Operation Valkyrie, are to be established effective immediately. Elites and Hunters have allied with UNSC forces. Non-hostile dropships designated with green-colored hulls are en route to the Main Command Post and their occupants will hold position at the fourth level for an unspecified amount of time. That entire sector is now under armed guard and cordoned off to all personnel. _Do not_ under any circumstance interact with ex-Covenant individuals outside the presence of a 906 unit commander. Company and Battalion Senior Officers will hold responsibility for segregation between UNSC and ex-Covenant forces. In the event UNSC personnel on-site attain proximity to ex-Covenant personnel within twenty-five meters, they are required to immediately relocate beyond that minimum-mandated distance and report the incident through their chain of command. Commanders at all levels will ensure redress to any inadvertent interaction should such proximity be violated. Thank you for your cooperation.

Allan Watson, Lieutenant Colonel  
>Deputy Commander, 906 BDE<br>_"Seventh Army. First in, last out._"

Fontaine looked around as everyone present in the Support Cell hung silent for a moment, glancing at one another. Their functions momentarily faltered in that quiet, surreal moment. Then, at the behest of more disciplined officers, everyone got back to work and the din picked up again. Rion stowed the flex display, rubbing at his chin.

Elites and Hunters were arguably the two most feared species in the entire Covenant. They'd terrorized the UNSC and humanity for decades, often leading the charge. Next to Brutes, they were the most tenacious and powerful. This revelation passed down from Lord Hood himself was a true bombshell—a good one. Rion instantly mulled through the strategic implications of this defection. Of all the battles the Chief had endured in his past, the one thing he always remembered was Elites. Going up against them was usually ineffectual and disastrous, even if endowed with mildly-superior numbers. UNSC engagements and sometimes entire groundside strategies were tailored based on what numbers of Elites there were on the battlefield. Even more, Elites were the most versatile warriors in the entire galaxy, fulfilling all variety of combat roles: infantry officers, covert spec-ops commandos, ship masters, even counter-intelligence and psy-ops. Their rank structure was vast and specialized, and the skills of the warrior caste only incremented upward as they ascended their ranks unlike some individuals in the UNSC who could easily find themselves floundering without the support and guidance of their leaders. Hunters, while by no means directive toward their comrades like Elites were, always proved to be devastating heavy-hitters and often worked outside of their hierarchies—free to pursue their own course of action in parallel to their unit—which made them unpredictable on top of their immense armaments and strength of body.

Fontaine looked for Major Wu, his best source of information following Lieutenant Reed's departure for the FOB. He wondered how the LT was holding up out there, then quickly assumed the rough-and-tumble Reed was likely holding his own just fine. Mattis had mentioned the FOB was in good shape despite the rest of Mombasa.

After a brief scan of the Cell, Rion could see the lead X.O. issuing instruction to a technician at one of the stations. Rion gaited there and waited for the Major to finish.

Wu glanced back once he was done.

"Hey, Major." Rion glanced around at the various stations. "Looks like our guests get their very own waiting room."

"Strange days, eh?"

"Never thought I'd see a day like this."

"I'm a little suspicious, though." Wu shook his head. "Why would two of the strongest players in the Covenant just up and leave it?"

"Haven't the faintest idea, sir, but I don't think anyone else does either. So, what's this Phase Four?"

Wu nodded and thought for a moment, recalling his knowledge of the 7th Army's guidance publications.

"On a whole, Phase Four includes the scenarios where Earth forces are able to defeat or stalemate the Covenant. Every possibility they could think of at the time. Armistice, diplomatic exchanges, peace treaties. But—"

"—No one ever anticipated a defection."

"…Right. So, what Mattis is doing is picking out specific subsections of Phase Four so we can meet whatever objectives HighComm is after with this new alliance…and the rest will have to be improvised."

"Sounds like more fun than I can handle." Rion chuckled, "Glad I'm not part of the Seventh."

"Shit, count your blessings. Command is asking a lot from us."

Rion looked around. He could see the apprehension on the troops' faces, their brief glimpses at one another in between keystrokes and transmissions. Years of training and instruction and gut instinct had to be overridden in an instant. It was obvious. Whereas they'd normally eradicate any incoming vessel without a UNSC IFF transponder, this rare exception had them turning back on all those years and making whatever preparations were necessary in order to shepherd these new inbounds into the safety of the structure.

Wu added, "Probably why Mattis is giving them a level all to themselves. Bad blood, you know?"

"Indeed." At that, Rion couldn't help but start to rub at his chin again. "…But why on Earth are they coming _here?_"

**1045 Hours UTC  
>14<strong>**th**** Floor**

Major Wu pressed on an earpiece and turned to Fontaine. "Excuse me one minute, Chief."

The nearest elevator chimed and opened. General LeMay exited the box car along with three other uniformed personnel.

As if the General's presence here was pre-announced, Colonel Mattis then strode forth along with Lieutenant Colonel Watson and Major Wu, the trio meeting the entourage halfway. Near the central ramp, they assembled. The entire floor of technicians further aft took notice of a flag officer in the area but didn't bother offering formal acknowledgement, engrossed in their tasks. Rion watched from a short distance, just barely able to hear their brief conversation taking place over the combined drone of the Support Cell.

Colonel Mattis offered customary respects to the General, assuming the position of attention. "Sir."

"At ease, Colonel Mattis. I know you're an extremely busy man these days so I'll skip the dialogue for both our sakes. Where are the arrivals?"

"Fourth Floor." Mattis said, relaxing his stance.

"Thank you, Colonel." LeMay craned his neck and made fleeting eye contact with Fontaine. "Has your situation with communications improved?"

Mattis glanced back to the Chief, waiting there alone and in silence. "We'll let you know."

LeMay nodded and panned around with only his eyes, then settled his gaze on Major Wu. "I meant what I said earlier. As soon as Captain Lawson arrives, you are free to join him as he makes his way below. In fact, I'll leave the doors swinging wide for you."

Wu raised his chin at the General, locking eyes, then glanced thoughtfully at his Colonel, nodding in understanding.

"Anything for me before I escort the Elites below ground?"

"Whatever intel you have on this large hole in the ground would be appreciated." Wu said.

"I can't go into specifics, but I can tell you this: it is a Forerunner structure, something that belongs to an ancient civilization that pre-dates both ours and the Covenant's. It is linked to our very own studies further below. We don't yet know its function or why the Covenant takes interest in it, but if they're interested…so are we."

"Is that what is causing all the interference?"

"Unknown."

"Keep us in the loop on this thing, General."

"You'll do better to be on the lookout for the Captain's arrival. He's your only ticket aboard this crazy ride."

"We hope to be in touch with you again, General." Mattis said, again coming to attention.

"You will be, soon I hope." LeMay turned for the elevator. "Carry on."

As LeMay and his group retreated back to the Sub-complexes, Mattis and his returned to the periphery of the Support Cell where Fontaine waited. "And how long did the General say before this Captain Lawson shows up?"

"Any day now." Wu said, glancing at the Chief.

Mattis nodded at the X.O. "I'll leave you to it, then. You seem to have that situation under your wing."

"Roger, sir."

Mattis and Watson retreated toward the giant holo-display, conversing with one another while Fontaine and Wu loitered adjacent to the Support Cell.

"So," Rion said, grinning, "anything else new?"

"Not much since I left the FOB. Same old shit. Well, other than an ancient alien race that's of extreme interest to our enemy. Aren't you ONI, Chief?"

"ONI keeps tight compartmentalization. Really, in the grand scheme," Fontaine shrugged, "I'm not much to look at."

Wu nodded and stared off into space. "And this ancient alien race buried something on Earth, right here in my own backyard."

Fontaine retrieved the flex-display again as he spoke. "So, Capital Ships glassing at bare dirt for an ancient excavation, hordes of Brutes holding us back from an advance, a Covenant civil war, a mysterious General Officer escorting Elites into his bunker, and a BOLO for an all-important Captain headed this way. Yeah, sounds like the average day."

Wu offered a rare smile. "You've been doing a hell of a job, Chief. We're lucky to have you here. Even though you're a Marine."

Fontaine returned the grin while peering into the spyglass once again for a brief look outward. He glanced to a corner of the display and noted a couple dozen other users passively monitoring as well. Covenant Capital Ships continued to slip through the roof and glass everything out in the open desert, slowly and steadily revealing more of whatever this giant, sunken structure was. Whatever it was, it was massive, taking up an entire swath at current magnification.

Just then, a loudspeaker squawked originating from one of the stations in the Support Cell:

"_Attention, all personnel_, a_dditional friendlies inbound._"

A moan from the Major. "BOHICA, more defectors." He glanced at the Colonel. "Elites in my house make me nervous, sir. How many more are we forced to grant asylum to?"

"No, these are Pelicans." Mattis said, glancing at his holo-display. "Quite a few of them. Coming in hot."

"Not ours." Wu said as he took observation of his own flex-display. "Angle of descent is...looking like a re-entry vector. IFF shows they're assigned to a frigate. UNSC _Thermisticles. _Only designation is special operations. Doesn't detail much else."

"Must be from out of town." Fontaine remarked.

"_Iris station, Iris station," _the hailing party announced on the open-channel,_ "this is the Captain of the UNSC_ Thermisticles. _I am en route to your location. ETA is imminent."_

"Arrival confirmed." Mattis replied, turning to his X.O. "Major Wu, I'm thinking this is that same Captain the General's been alluding to. And I think I might know this guy. Head the welcoming party and escort him directly to me."

"Yes, sir."

_**Ten minutes later…**_

A pair of M831 Troop Transport Hogs crested the ramp leading up to the 14th floor, scurrying for parking spaces once clearing the threshold. Past the glare of the headlamps, Rion could see the Major in the driver's seat of one vehicle and a 906th Captain whom he hadn't met driving the other. The occupants in the rear seats could not be seen until the ATVs parked and everyone dismounted. There, walking toward the Support Cell was Major Wu and his subordinate, followed by a Naval Captain, some Marines, and a Spartan.

The Support Cell again momentarily faltered in their activities upon the sight of the incoming entourage, evident by an audible hiccup in their usual clamor. They went back to work upon Lieutenant Colonel Watson glancing over his shoulder.

The Major brought them toward Colonel Mattis, Watson and Fontaine—holding position near the giant holo-display.

"Gentlemen," Wu gestured outward, "_this_ is Captain Lawson."

Garbed in full Naval Service Dress, Captain Lawson stood out like a signal flare in the dim ambience of the Support Cell. His band of bodyguards flanked him closely, especially the Marine Lieutenant and his Sergeants.

"Welcome to our HQ, Captain. I remember you. Yes, the same Captain who showed up to a burning Côte d'Azur talking about turning the tide."

"Colonel Mattis. Good to see you again."

"Good memory you have. I never got to congratulate you following your deployment to Sigma Octanus II."

Lawson marched forth, shaking the Colonel's hand with a firm grasp. "We had a very tight timetable and had to be on our way to Reach, but I'll offer that your generosity back then was reward enough."

"It was very unfortunate to hear of Reach. We had a hard time accepting it at first."

"Well, believe it. We saw it first hand. It's the only reason Earth is under attack, and you know time is short. I was told I'd be expected by General LeMay. Will you be taking me to him?"

The Naval Captain hurriedly surveyed his surroundings and assumed right away that this wasn't his place to be, also evident by the apprehension of his escorts, one of which was a Spartan-II supersoldier. Mattis glanced over to Wu and Fontaine with only his eyes. "Well, I won't be the one chaperoning your visit, Captain, but Major Wu here already has a rapport with the General, so he can be your guide and ensure your speediest path to the man. I just wanted to make my presence known and see you down safely."

Wu proceeded to the parked Warthogs while the senior officers finished introductions.

"Excuse me," Fontaine said to the Spartan-II, "were you the one that was driving that tank up the Mombasa Bridge?"

She glanced hard at the Chief Warrant Officer, then answered, "No. We just arrived from Reach."

Fontaine nodded.

"Who was it you saw?"

"I don't know, but honestly I wish I did. I'd recommend them for a Navy Cross on my own account after what I saw them do. That Spartan was all alone," Fontaine became more animated as he continued his recollection, "and it destroyed _everything. _Ghosts, Wraiths, Banshees, and I do believe it also took out a Scarab all by itself."

"Did you see any numbers on the breastplate? There would've been three."

Rion furrowed his brow and nodded. "Yes…I did. I'm pretty sure it was One-One-Seven."

She glanced at Captain Lawson, then back to Fontaine. "Thanks, Chief."

"Alright," Mattis said, "you'd all better get going. The General is waiting. Fontaine…" Mattis reeled the Warrant Officer in with a discrete gesture.

"Sir." Fontaine stepped toward the Army Colonel.

Mattis spoke lower. "I know this isn't your typical M.O., but do me a neighborly favor…"

"Anything, sir."

"You and Wu be my set of eyes and ears down there. Let me know what is going on."

Fontaine grinned.

"Already had that in mind, Colonel."

**1120 Hours UTC  
>Eastern Boundary Access Point, Omega Complex<strong>

Spectrum analyzer in-hand, Rion followed the group past the threshold previously denied to them.

Footsteps—except for those of the two hulking supersoldiers in their midst—were muffled against the carpeted floor, though they could be the only sounds heard at present. The way was silent as all times before. Eerily silent and barren. Passing beyond the newly-repaired threshold, Rion activated the device once again, instantly acknowledging the strange signals—though greatly attenuated from their recent high a few days ago on the fourth of November. He periodically glanced at the display as he walked in-step with everyone else.

The hall was of the same décor as all others—plain, stately, appearing official. There were no signs directing residents toward recreational facilities or dining halls or call centers. This was all business, no nonsense. Thin, grey-blue carpeting, white walls, low-vaulted ceiling, many doors along both sides. A Carbon-copy of everything before it—nearly.

The only armed personnel among them were the Major and the Chief, their pistols holstered.

"The General kept his word." Wu stated flatly as he crossed through.

"Swingin' wide." Rion answered.

Co-leading alongside the Major was this Captain—their figurative ticket into whatever was taking place deeper inside the facility. Rion couldn't help but let his normally cold and calculative mind spiral into the many possibilities he'd been mulling over these past months—some of them far-fetched even by Rion's imaginative limits and some of them too practical given the new developments. With all Covenant Capital Ships exhuming an ancient alien structure not too far from this location, Rion was now willing to entertain any idea.

The fact that a lone General was really the man behind the curtain pulling the strings made him begin to realize that this wasn't just an engineering research outpost; it was a full-blown military function operating under the guise of science. To be fair, the two often went hand-in-hand at the highest levels, but with this information Rion could then whittle down the long list of growing possibilities into a smaller range of them that would make the bigger picture a little less daunting to grasp.

He started a recording of the device's logging buffers and looked onward. This 'Omega' hall stretched just as long as the other sub-complexes did—at least a hundred meters by Rion's estimation. He glanced at each door's window pane upon their passing: only more halls beyond were revealed.

"This is a maze." Rion blurted. "They could be down any one of these corridors, Major. How can you be sure you know where to go?"

"Easy," Wu shrugged, glancing back at Fontaine, "just head to the same place we did last time when we got turned around."

"Where you met the General?"

"Indeed."

"Wait," Captain Lawson stopped walking, "neither of you are part of SWORD Command?"

Wu halted in mid-stride as did all others. "Never heard of it. Sword...what is _Sword_?"

Lawson gave the Major a wary stare, then glanced to Chief Fontaine, panning back and forth, his squinted eyes signaling doubt of their legitimacy here. "Has General LeMay cleared you for access to this facility?"

"Yes," Wu replied, "of course."

The Naval Captain gave the Major's answer some thought, staring at the 7th Army officer for a moment.

Without word or expression, Lawson resumed the walk. Wu and the others did as well.

The Major quickened his pace and took the lead, marching the entire group straight onward. They passed by each tributary on either side until reaching the very end of the hall. Two choices beckoned here: left or right. Wu guided right, and down a corridor stemming perpendicular to the main lane. This new hall was long, narrow, and dim with no doors on either side—just a transitional hallway. The junction fifty meters ahead was brightly-lit, though, with some people standing there. Rion could see them in the distance beyond the shoulders of those walking in front of him, and the closer he got he could make out the same camouflage pattern that their General wore. Sentries—Rion could now discern—all three of them hefting MA5-series assault rifles inside of a tall, cylindrical chamber.

The light of the ambience intensified as they transitioned into the high-vaulted junction. One of the troops stepped forth to challenge the approaching group.

"Are you Captain Lawson?"

"Yes," the man in whites answered, "where is General LeMay?"

"He's further below at the Terminals. We'll need you to wait here until we can verify your ID. Neural lace scans are the fastest method. Or, if you prefer, some tangible credent—"

"—_No need for that._" LeMay's voice sounded off from loudspeakers mounted high in the chamber. "_I confirm visual identity. Cycle them through."_

"Everyone, sir?"

"Yes. They're all cleared for access. Get them inside The Septagon."

Immediately, the other two sentries stepped to either side of an Aluminum door with giant embossed characters that spelled IRIS. They produced a series of commands into flanking cipher locks and the door split apart to reveal another elevator. The lead sentry gestured them ahead. "Only one destination. Straight down."

Lawson took the lead inward, the others following without hesitation. With no controls inside the box car, everyone waited for movement once the doors sealed shut. The chassis shook gently and started its descent.

"Captain," Wu said, pivoting toward Lawson, "how do you know of the General?"

"He's my boss."

"I don't get it. An Army general commands a Naval captain?"

"Not in a traditional sense. The two of us are part of a very small ONI task force that has its own reporting chain. A joint-force collaboration spanning all branches of the UNSC, chaired by ONI controllers. We answer only to them."

"What is it you do for our great war machine besides flying the…"

"The _Thermisticles. _We test and evaluate exotic devices for use in practical military operations. LeMay controls the mission's research aspects. For my part in this project, I answer to LeMay. When I'm commanding my ship, I fall back under NAVCOM."

"A man of many hats, I see."

Lawson nodded. "And how is it you all get a front-row seat to this show?"

Wu nodded a queue at the Chief.

"Well," Fontaine began, "Not really sure how to put it without burdening you with details, but there's a lot of radio interference coming from this structure down here and it's been playing hell with our comms upstairs where you met the Colonel."

"We're the Nine-Oh-Sixth Brigade." Wu added. "Seventh Army. We're the ones trying to keep the Covenant from wiping out Mombasa and its population."

"So," Rion resumed, "I'm going to see if there's a way I can study what's causing it all, and honestly, Captain, I'm a little bit curious to see what else is really going on down here."

Lawson grinned. "You're going to get more than you bargained for, Marine."

_**Two minutes later…**_

The doors parted and cool, dry air whisked into the car.

Before stepping out, all occupants stared outward. The path before them was straight until it met a wide, circular junction where it scattered in different directions. There, the labyrinthine underground seemed unfathomably ancient—the sight, the smell, the absence of sound. Overtly noticeable was the surrounding walls of this new environment, blued and narrow. Particularly, it was the designs hewn into the bulwark itself—flowing like an unbroken story millennia old—a geometric, mechanistic aesthetic seamlessly melded into an organic matrix. Glyphs—purposeful and beckoning—were scattered in the periphery. Angular pitch lines spawned an intricate frieze with depths of many layers that ran down the entire length of twenty or thirty meters, leading into that circular chamber. Holding there was General LeMay—surrounded by Elites.

The Marines and the Spartan flanking Captain Lawson immediately acted and stepped forth to shield their commander, and Rion could see a young Lieutenant in their midst unlimber a solid-black sphere from a canvass bag he'd been carrying. Wu and Fontaine took notice of the sudden movements occurring and glanced upon the newcomers, slow to recognize the mounting confusion and fear. Instantly, LeMay spun around, alerted to their presence.

"Wait!"

The General left his alien visitors and jogged down the entryway, extending a hand upon his nearing. "It's fine. Don't panic. Good to finally see you again, Eric."

The Captain relaxed his stance and all his bodyguards stepped aside, craning their necks beyond to get a good look at the Elites holding position ahead.

"Good to see you too, sir…What's with the Elites?"

"A lot of things changed since you set out on your journey. Elites and Hunters have allied with the UNSC."

Lawson's eyes went wide for a fraction of a second, then he began to observe them much in the way the Spartan probably was. He then shook the General's hand.

"When did this happen?"

"Literally a few hours ago. News came directly from HighComm. It's legit."

Lawson stole a deep breath with the sort of explosive intake of blind faith that a front-line soldier would steal just before charging enemy territory. "A decision they made for the best…I'm sure."

"C'mon, everyone." LeMay said, gesturing onward. "Let's get you all briefed on what's going on beneath the surface."
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There was some palpable apprehension coming from Lawson and his people upon venturing into the large chamber, especially from the Spartan under his command. They kept a watchful, wary distance to the Elites—who didn't seem to mind their trepidation. All three ex-Covenant warriors were more concerned about their surroundings, silently observing the entirety of the structure with wide eyes and slow, rolling glances at every ancient facet.

"So," Rion said brazenly, "What the hell does IRIS stand for?"

"Integrated Receive-only Information Servers. We'll get into it shortly. Allow me to introduce myself to all the new folks, first. Brigadier General Curtis LeMay. I run this facility as well as SWORD Command. And Eric," he prompted the Naval Captain, "you've also made some significant discoveries." The General then gaited slowly toward one of Lawson's Lieutenants. "Is this it?"

"Yes, sir." Lawson replied. "Lieutenant Pennington, show the General."

The Junior Officer did as instructed and retrieved that same, strange, black ball he did earlier. Rion assumed it was some kind of advanced weaponry as he recalled the Lieutenant preparing to use it in some fashion before being assured the Elites were of no quarrel here. Unmasked and out of the canvass bag, he held it aloft for the General to obtain. It was a pure-black. Rion had never seen anything so black. Deep space wasn't even as black. He continued to stare at it as did all others.

LeMay nodded and quickly relinquished his hold of it, handing it back to the young LT. "Well done, Eric. Very well done. A big win for us all. Hopefully it can be one of many to come."

"So, IRIS." Fontaine said.

LeMay cleared his throat. "Yes…Forerunner kiosks."

"These ancient beings are the Forerunners." Wu stated for confirmation.

"Correct. Intel on it is quite brand-new. Most of it not even a couple months old. Lord Hood got a quick de-brief from first-hand accounts shortly after Reach and also before the first wave hit Earth on twenty October, and more has been trickling down ever since. Everything is starting to piece together rather conveniently and we've cobbled a coherent assessment of what everything is and what it all means for the UNSC."

"What, these kiosks? Where are they? What's inside them?"

"Please, Major, I'm confident that all questions will be answered soon, and…"

While they went back and forth, Rion again glanced at the spectrum analyzer—slowly and silently—conscious not to make any of his actions conspicuous. He pointed the receiving end down one of the septagonal offshoots stemming from this circular juncture, then placed his pointer finger over a rotary dial to span the display out to a 50GHz domain-width, the widest it could go. As the device received signals and interpreted their frequency and amplitude, Rion's eyes bulged in amazement as—again—the entire horizontal plane showed modulation occurring, which immediately suggested to him that an infinite amount of data was being propagated here and now. But to where? He then remembered that the antenna currently affixed to the input receptacle was a Cassegrain Parabloid, highly directional and focused.

He stepped away from group, slowly, nonchalant, swiveling the feed horn down the length of each sub-corridor for a few seconds each. The display remained the same. Each hall was producing the same result almost as if the entire area was a resonance chamber. He moseyed back to his place on the outskirts of the Human-Elite assembly and kept his thoughts to himself.

"…because it would take me the better part of a whole day to try and describe everything, Major. It's much easier for you and everyone else if I just give you the grand tour, and then you can each form your questions afterward."

"What sort of information? If it's alien to us, is it comprehensible? Or do we need to hit some kind of learning curve. I'm not sure the Chief and I have the time for—"

"—Yes, Major. It's comprehensible. It's in our common language."

Wu arced a brow. "…Really?"

"Yes. Binary code and DNA sequencing, too. A bit cryptic in meaning most of the time, but we've had teams both here and abroad working on deciphering it all over the recent months. Our productivity has greatly increased ever since Chief Fontaine emplaced a higher speed communications link. Thank you, Chief."

Rion nodded while running a bare palm over the coarse bulwark surrounding him.

"You can guess we've been extremely busy. We've been a little…inhospitable to outsiders. Necessary security measures on many levels, I'm sure the men and women of the Seventh Army will understand in time. Due to our undivided attention, there's a high amount of data gleaned about these ancient beings. We humans have been watched over for some time."

"What's the big take-away?" Rion asked.

"A warning to humanity."

An awkward, silent moment.

"To sum it up," he added, "the beings that built this place are of a highly-advanced civilization that inhabited this galaxy long before homo-sapiens learned to walked upright. We do believe they also pre-date the Covenant Empire. But there's more. This race of beings wasn't just studying humans."

"So, now it's time for your grand tour?" Wu glanced down the length of each hall. Each was incredibly narrow and dark, but anyone could see from the central juncture that they all dead-ended merely a dozen meters in. "To where?"

LeMay smiled. "Hall number one will be first. This way."

The General proceeded down a length that was offset to the main entryway by only a few degrees. Everyone else followed close behind.

Upon approaching halfway-in, a shaft opened where the tunnel-like lane terminated, and a metallic object with a shape no one could accurately describe floated out of the terminus and toward the group. It halted only a couple meters off the General's position. Suspended inside the presumable 'middle' of it was a mesmerizing, glowing column of pure-white. The hallway then brightened with a luminosity that seemed to emanate from the walls themselves, just enough for everyone to see the details of this bizarre object's surface—faceted just like the surrounding halls with intricate carvings and impressions and random glyphs. Then, it started to twirl about like a Dreidel right where it hovered. As it spun, Rion could not explain the noise he was hearing, the low-pitched thrumming. It was strange, yet soothing and somehow familiar to him. But it was clearly alien in origin—an audible byproduct of technology beyond his imagining.

LeMay glanced over his shoulder to Major Wu, saying, "Step up."

He ordered the Major as if he was directly under the Flag Officer's command and was humorously being made an example like some unruly subordinate.

Wu glanced all around at his newfound colleagues, catching glimpse of the Elites who were once his and everyone else's sworn enemies. The look on his face was overtly readable, _how much more weird could it get?_

He was warily postured as he took a place beside the General in the narrow confine.

"Wave your hand at it." LeMay said, grinning.

Wu did as instructed and the object stopped spinning. "Whoa."

Still, the steady, low-pitched whirr of whatever was powering this thing. Otherwise, silence as the group stared onward.

"Touch one of the symbols on its surface. Any one of them." LeMay scooted the Major forth with a hand on his shoulder blade. "Don't worry," he grinned again, "it won't bite."

Wu gaited up and stretched out an index finger, choosing his mark. He had to stand tall to reach it. Once his digit connected with the icon, it lighted upon contact.

"Now, back away."

Wu recanted his steps back to LeMay. Once returned, the levitated entity made a few more rotations and stopped again. There, it split itself apart to project a translucent pane that erupted from within.

A video was now on display for the galaxy to see…
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The entire group returned to the central structure following the video they'd just witnessed.

LeMay gave them some time to reflect and let it all sink in.

The imagery and sounds it produced were an overload to the senses, undoubtedly a treasure trove of information within that the creators of it mastered in order to transmit knowledge and wisdom upon beings of lesser intellect. Everything conveyed was fast-moving and brutally efficient on many levels. Now, they all remained silent as each tried to reproduce the last few moments in their minds, some resting their backs against the contoured walls, some sitting on the contoured floor.

LeMay had referred to it as a kiosk.

Rion was thinking more like 'time capsule'. If indeed the beings that created this machine and this place were ancient, where were they now? What exactly were they warning us of in this message? Were they vanquished? And if so, by what means? And where is the _thing_ they so direly warned of, now?

_So many questions._

Rion re-read through the video's transcript that the General provided him in hard-copy form…

This is my final entry, and I am left with one hope  
>That one day, someone, anyone is around to witness this warning<br>If you are that witness, and it seems we pinned all our hopes on this single suicidal plan  
>Know that a thousand other plans were tried and failed<br>Millions of brave and honored souls died trying to avert this terrible, desperate situation  
>Know that energetic and tenacious as life is<br>It has an antithesis just as powerful  
>It is that thing that we must obliterate<p>

Rion glanced down that fated corridor once again, seeing nothing but the dim lane, the floating 'kiosk' having returned behind its rampart upon the group's withdrawal. He just now noticed upon looking up that the Grand Junction had no manmade illumination, yet the ambience was an almost sterile white. These walls were paler and a lighter-blue than the connecting tunnels, again giving Rion the notion that this place was...alive? Conscious?

It was he who finally broke the silence.

"Sir, does any of this have something to do with the Covenant? The War?"

"Actually, very little, Chief." LeMay moseyed closer to Fontaine. "As I mentioned previously, these messages are extremely old. In fact, Carbon-dating samples of this structure and of all the Servers go back more than one-hundred-thousand years. If anything, Chief, this is all precursor to the Covenant and us."

"Wait…_all _Servers?"

"Yes, there are five in total."

"Well, we can't go on without having a chance to see everything."

LeMay smiled, saying, "I was hoping you'd want to see more. If you're ready, then."

_**Thirty minutes later…**_

The group reconvened back at the middle—the wide ringed section that united the seven corridors—now with much more information to contemplate. As Rion briefly glimpsed about the chamber, he could clearly see that the Elites were also deep in thought as they stood motionless, their heads bowed low. There was so much information to process and consider. Again, Rion re-read each and every transcript in chronological order, courtesy of the General.

This is my final entry, and I am left with one hope  
>That one day, someone, anyone is around to witness this warning<br>If you are that witness, and it seems we pinned all our hopes on this single suicidal plan  
>Know that a thousand other plans were tried and failed<br>Millions of brave and honored souls died trying to avert this terrible, desperate situation  
>Know that energetic and tenacious as life is<br>It has an antithesis just as powerful  
>It is that thing that we must obliterate<p>

We may have been fools to think that all intelligence follows the rules we've set  
>The Flood is no idiot parasite<br>No simple infection to be cured and cauterized  
>It has a center, a Mind<br>And that discovery gave us a way to fight it  
>But when the Mind realized we had its measure<br>It spoke to us  
>Mockingly, dismissively<br>It has done this before  
>Elsewhere<p>

How many billions will die before we turn the tide?  
>With every world that perishes, its army grows!<br>We've tried every measure available  
>Retreat, attack, defense, it makes no difference<br>How do we fight a limitless thing that wishes only to embrace you?  
>The atrocity we plan, the last resort<br>I pray that it doesn't come to that  
>I pray that the Contender succeeds where others have failed<p>

The Conservation Measure is the only sweet note in this discordant symphony we've arranged  
>It's the only constructive activity in decades of destruction<br>Researching the adversary as we protect the worthy  
>We know that the Flood's biology is alien enough that it must be extragalactic in origin<br>But where did it come from?  
>And why did it come here?<p>

The anomalous world is in a perilous location beyond the line  
>The secrets it holds must be preserved<br>Plans within plans within plans  
>The inhabitants, these unique denizens, must be researched<br>They may hold answers to our own mysteries  
>What irony that we discovered this treasure, only at the end of things<br>But what fortune that we still had time to save them  
>The thing we built on that world will vouchsafe their lives<br>But perhaps one day it will be used for its intended purpose  
>If the plan succeeds, and they are saved, it will be a good world<br>If the plan fails,  
>And the adversary succeeds<br>It will remain an enigma forever  
>With no one left to reclaim it<p>

"…They were protecting us," Fontaine looked up from where he sat, "studying an extragalactic parasite that they called The Flood. They were obviously an interstellar empire just like us, and this parasitic enemy or the weapons they used against it might've been the cause of their eventual demise. We have some facts, but mostly clues." Rion nodded, "Good clues, at least."

LeMay nodded in agreement. "Their plan in the first message references a weapon that took out all life in the galaxy, presumably one-hundred-thousand years ago, coincident with these messages. Again, core sampling corroborates this."

Fontaine reeled back. "The suicidal plan, yes, their last resort."

LeMay again nodded. "And we have solid human intel to further corroborate the theory, taken from the accounts of several UNSC personnel following the fall of Reach." He walked over to Fontaine as the Chief rose to his feet again. "Here, have a look at this…"

LeMay produced a data tablet displaying video recordings, the first one of which showed the innards of a starship's escape pod. The video was taken from the perspective of an unknown occupant, with the view of passengers on either side, the pilot ahead, and the giant ringworld growing larger through the windscreen. The next scene was of a giant underground structure with vivid holograms shooting up into the air. The frame skipped to wide and high-vaulted corridors with strange, hovering machines discharging what looked to be weaponized LASERs toward aggressive, humanoid creatures—all of them on a hunt for whoever attained this daring footage.

"An alien world?" Fontaine hazarded a guess while all the others in the room watched from over his shoulder. "General, I have to admit…I was skeptical about all this. Maybe even more skeptical than the Major. But everything you've presented so far is overwhelmingly credible. Sorry if we came off as difficult."

"No, not at all." LeMay patted the Warrant Officer on the back. "What is science without a healthy dose of skepticism to keep it in-check? Otherwise, we'd just be chasing any theory we damn well pleased. But we've got it pretty well licked. A large enough community has come to a consensus about who they were, what they were doing, and how this affects us as a species. They cared about sentient life in the galaxy. Those creatures you just saw in the tablet are The Flood they were mentioning in the messages. That ringed structure is another Forerunner creation, one they called HALO. It is responsible for the galaxy-wide destruction. In some instances, they referred to these doomsday weapons as The Array, suggesting there are multiple HALOs throughout the galaxy. A method to ensure complete sterilization of life in the Milky Way. One of our Spartans was able to destroy one of them, the one you just saw, and another was deactivated just prior to firing. But we're of the suspicion that there are even more out there. There are some…extra messages we've received from these terminals here, messages that allude to another structure. They called it The Ark. But with no hard evidence of its existence or its intended purpose, we can only extrapolate that this Ark structure was what bore the remainder of evolutionary life away from the ring's deadly effects while The Flood were stymied. We were just one of those saved, along with the various species that now make up the Covenant. And ex-Covenant." LeMay nodded at the three Sangheili among them.

"The thing they built here, at Earth, will _vouchsafe_ our lives." Rion said, paraphrasing one of the logs. "Researching the adversary while protecting the worthy."

"Yes." LeMay affirmed. "We know they, the Forerunners, directly referenced Earth in this message because the accompanying data extracted from our interaction with the Server's other glyphs gave an image of the supercontinent Pangaea, which formed and broke apart _well _before one-hundred-thousand years ago."

The Chief rubbed at his chin. "So what thing? This Ark? Where is it, here? It must be the thing they're trying to uncover."

LeMay gestured ahead at the corridor where the fifth and final Server was moments before, and pointed there. "Notice the last hallway is significantly larger than all the others? Well, seismic scans revealed another corridor beyond that wall. It leads straight to the center of what those Captial ships out there are trying to find. It just might be what we're—"

"—Then there's no time to waste!" Lawson proclaimed. "The Covenant can't be far from their goal. We have to beat them to it, so let's get through that last tunnel."

LeMay shook his head. "I didn't say that it was The Ark beyond there, so just hang on. It could be anything. And I'm afraid we can't just wave our hands and expect for some magic to happen again. We got five, good miracles so far. Doesn't seem there'll be a sixth. Not here. The wall beyond the fifth Server doesn't open. At least, it hasn't so far."

"Have you tried forcing your way through it?"

"And damage the structure?"

"What does it matter, sir? You've gleaned as much intel from this place as you could've, right? Time to move on."

"Is that how you operated at Zaragosa Prime, Captain? It's not just about acquiring intel, Eric. I'm not going to upset ancient technology that I'm only just beginning to understand. We took a huge gamble just to dig our way _into _this place, and there's not one scientist in this facility that would disagree with me."

Lawson placed his hands on his hips, then nodded with a sigh of acceptance. Suddenly, he snapped a finger and glanced upon his Lieutenant. "What if we could still get there, but without the use of force?"

"Sir," the young Lieutenant spoke, "Remember the blowback of using the—"

"—Captain?" a voice called out from the entryway.

All the people at the Grand Junction turned and saw the elderly Doctor approaching, the one that had been the thorn in Wu's and Fontaine's sides.

Upon closing more distance, he said, "Lima Company?!"

Lawson and his group broke the formation and met the man halfway. "Good to see you again, Eli." Lawson replied, shaking the Doctor's hand.

The Lieutenant and the Spartan rushed toward the man to make greetings, then together they returned to the General at the Grand Junction.

LeMay offered them a smile. "Good to see you reunited with your old group, Doctor. For those of you who don't know, Doctor Kleiner is a bit of a world traveler. He was working for Lawson and with Lima Company before moving on to this assignment. I requested his expertise personally."

The Captain patted the Doctor on the back before turning to face his Lieutenant. "But I know you're right, Pennington." Lawson sighed, his posture seeming to deflate upon recognition of something no one but them understood.

"What," LeMay said, "teleporting beyond the final Server with your device?"

"It crossed my mind." Lawson replied. "But Lieutenant Pennington is correct. It doesn't come without consequence."

"Absolutely correct!" LeMay barked. "If this structure does not want us to enter The Ark or whatever is out there, that's the way it should probably stay. We've no idea the Forerunners' true intent, just five messages that hint at their past. Now, Lord Hood informs me that the UNSC is mustering all hands for a counter-attack. Pretty massive one. Might be their last stand."

Lawson then stood taller. "Let's hope it drives them away from The Ark, or whatever it is. It's obviously paramount to them as much as it is to us."

Suddenly, one of the Elites thrust a clenched hand into its own chest, declaring, "A High Prophet is coming this way to enter the Portal. It has always been the hidden intent of Truth The Great Deceiver, and it must not be allowed. It travels on a Forerunner vessel with one of the great Oracles. Misguided though it may be under the Prophet's deceit, the Oracle knows of The Ark and how to activate it."

"They speak." Wu murmured.

"And pretty damned well." Fontaine added.

"So they plan to open sesame that thing with Forerunner technology." LeMay thought aloud. "How long until this Prophet arrives at Earth?"

"It is difficult to say, Commander-Human, but it cannot be far. It draws upon superior Forerunner means of voyage."

LeMay frowned. "I'm not sure of anything more we can do here. I mean, we can do whatever we can to help the Seventh or big-Navy or both, but with the defenses the Covenant Loyalists have positioned above…"

"What about a nuke?" Fontaine posited.

"Hmm, too close. Very risky."

"I was referring to an air-burst."

"I just don't know, Chief. None of us are experts in deploying nuclear weapons outside of metropolitan centers and alien machines."

"Unless one of us knows how to get a hold of a veteran ship commander, we have to think of something that can keep them at bay." Wu stated. "Something to stall them without any collateral damage. There has to be a chance of success, though, otherwise we're just wasting more time and resources."

All eyes instinctively glanced toward Captain Lawson—dressed in that suggestive, beaming-white Naval coat—the attire that announced one's status as Ship Commander.

"Never saw much combat in the Captain's seat." Lawson shrugged.

"I might know of something." Pennington, the young Lieutenant spoke.

"Speak." LeMay ordered.

"Okay, this might seem a little crazy, but I've heard it could work. We'd need Rhinos to do it."

"Rhinos…" LeMay mumbled. "You mean the experimental Mobile Artillery Platform?"

"Exactly, sir."

"But these are Battlecruisers and Assualt Carriers. They're way above range for those Tanks."

"Not if the Tanks are already airborne when they fire, sir." Pennington grinned.

LeMay glanced about the chamber as if someone else knew what the LT was getting at, but everyone was just as perplexed as the General, each raptly listening in.

Pennington added, "Pelicans haul _Scorpions_ to the battlefield all the time, don't they? So why can't Rhinos take some shots at altitude?"

LeMay returned the LT's grin and patted him on the back. "Now _that _is the kind of ingenuity that keeps my faith in the UNSC on the up-and-up. We're going to do exactly what you're suggesting, Lieutenant Pennington, and I think I know where to find some Rhinos. Captain Lawson, get on a direct line to the East African Arms Depot and tap their inventory. They've got to have what we're looking for. If they give you any flak, find me. Major Wu, would there be any extra air support the Seventh Army could spare?"

Wu gave a mischievous smirk. "Oh, I think the Colonel would be willing to lend something to the cause, General."
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Rion could hear the strange powerplants of the Type-52 Phantom troop carriers power-on. The three Elites who'd taken part in General LeMay's grand tour were now on their way. Most 906th personnel hadn't even got the chance to lay eyes on the ex-Covenant warriors, and even in their presence Rion didn't see or hear them do very much. Maybe the open invitation was one of many ways in which HighComm and ONI extended peace offerings to the newly-allied species. Rion doubt he'd ever know. Diplomacy was never his strong point anyway.

Now, a collective sigh of relief could be sensed among the entire outpost once the vessel departed the airspace. Phantom out of sight and sound, Rion turned back to the scene of the Support Cell and could see the General himself conversing alone with Colonel Mattis, both of them far-removed from the vicinity of the frenzied activity. Mattis gave a thoughtful (some would've said submissive) nod at the General and immediately proceeded to an empty station, raising a holographic keypad and typing in a message with haste. Seconds later, that message was broadcast to all the Command Post's nets, to all personnel.

Rion reached for his flex-display…

_Your determination has been tried and you've triumphed. I don't know the full extent of the alliance HighComm has planned with the Elites, but I wouldn't be surprised myself if any one of them developed second thoughts. I do know one thing and that's old habits die hard. And they were once our most dangerous adversary. So, assume nothing. If any should visit this Command Post again, be polite, be professional, but have a plan to kill every one you meet._

After reading the communiqué, Rion again looked for Mattis. He'd reconvened with his Deputy Commander near the giant holo-display just off the various stations. Rion moved in to discern the unit's next move(s), hoping he'd be privy to the information.

"…So I want you to task a light squadron of Pelicans to the East Africa Arms Depot for a priority acquisition of all M-One-Forty-Five-D _Rhino_ vehicles on-site with an immediate return-to-base. Attach Hornets as wingmen."

"But sir, why divert birds from active ferrying? The FOB needs us. Captain Stern needs us."

"General LeMay's come up with a good play for stalling the Covenant. I wasn't sure it could be pulled off until I found out just how many of those Rhinos were collecting dust over there, but this could actually buy the UNSC their much-needed time to finalize the counter-attack."

"A light squadron? Sir, I don't think the math is there to support it. We've already loaned out three Pelicans and three Scorpions, and we don't know if we're ever going see them again. A favor here, a favor there. It all adds up. And in order to keep current levels of sustainment up and running between here and the FOB, we can't sacrifice even one more bird. I'd advise against this, sir."

"…But no victory comes without sacrifice."

"Sir, the UNSC has their mission and we have ours. Our people are depending on a certain level of support. The playbook is clear on this, and you know that, you helped write it out."

"This has to be done, mission or not."

"And the broader implications of reducing our capabilities, especially the airborne assets? The Seventh is the peoples' last beacon out there. If we can't remain whole, how do we continue to maintain that FOB and protect the assurances we've guaranteed to Mombasa?"

"Even broader is the Covenant's new interest. We're in command of the Nine-Oh-Sixth because we're strategists, Allan, not bookworms. Can't lose sight of the bigger picture regardless of what the book recommends. It can't predict everything, as carefully written as it was. The UNSC isn't ready to strike back yet and the Covenant are getting closer to whatever it is they're after, something so important that they've focused more energy on it than Mombasa…and we need to be a part of it. And I need you with me on this one."

**1545 Hours UTC  
>Commander's Support Cell<strong>

The drone of the Support Cell was louder than it ever was. All technicians could be heard radioing to their distant ends and junior commander's scurried everywhere, stepping from station to station shouting orders. It faded only a slight amount as Rion ventured to a ledge at the East wall. The incoming whir of Pelicans was always a welcome sound. But these inbound dropships were indubitably special.

Rion pushed aside some camo netting and peered out, looking down as Crew Chiefs rushed toward the hovering birds. Cradled beneath them where what would be the Seventh Army's emissaries to the trespassing Capital Ships: UNSC Rhinos dangling from their messenger-Pelicans. Their 320mm 'Zeus' Cannons propelled plasma rounds derived from the Covenant's own weapons technology and were devastatingly effective at weakening energy shields. Rion could see the Crew Chiefs locking eyes with pilots as they hovered not too far above, talking loudly into their microphones over the screeching thrusters and swirling dust. Rion peered to the North: off in the distance a complementary swarm of AV-14 Attack Hornets lingered in wait.

After a few more moments of three-way coordination between Support Staff, Crew Chiefs, and Air-Cav Pilots of every sort, each groundside Crew Chief gave a thumbs-up and the modified airborne artillery sortie was off and zooming straight into the fray.

"So, what do _you_ think, Chief?"

Rion wheeled around to see LeMay and Lawson approaching while the sounds of aircraft jetwash subsided.

"Think of what, sir, this airstrike? I don't know what to say…I mean…it's unprecedented. That's for sure." Rion nodded absentmindedly, then said, "It would be completely unexpected, that kind of a strike. What's more is the Covenant would have a really hard time locating the source of fire, and there'd be so many sources of it. The birds could fan out and strike from multiple points at once, or independently. With the amount of combat air support Mattis attached to them, I'd say the Rhinos have free reign up there. A damned shooting gallery. That's a fine LT you've got there, Captain. Very clever lad."

"Pennington is one of the best." Lawson nodded.

"So," the General said, breathing deeply, "What of your communications situation? Have you tried to restore your capabilities yet? Or is the interference still too much?"

"Truthfully, I haven't given it much thought. Seems we're doing just fine. With us taking the offensive for once, I'm sure it will stay that way."

"Indeed." LeMay nodded. "Stick around this floor for a while and you'll see something truly…uplifting."

"What's that, sir?"

"We've pulled out some stops for this pre-counter. Got an impressive strike package being worked in concert with no less than three agencies. Whatever ships remain in the UNSC Home Fleet, they will swoop in for mop-up once it's all done."

"Does that mean the orbital MACs are…down?"

"Afraid so, but it doesn't matter much. These remaining Capital Ships are pretty much all that's left on the Covenant side of the fight, so you could say we're skipping to dessert a little early." LeMay grinned.

Rion could hear a lone technician—currently the loudest voice in the area—spouting off wide-area regional grid coordinates to some unknown recipient on the distant-end of his conversation.

Rion looked back to LeMay and smiled. "That must be it."

LeMay nodded and gaited toward the Support Cell alongside Captain Lawson, leaving Chief Fontaine at the ledge.

Rion looked down and realized he was still clutching at the spectrum analyzer, unaware of its weight the whole time. It had become like an attachment, like a prosthesis. He smiled at the lifeless object—it had become his most trusted advisor throughout the deployment to this outpost. Out of curiosity, he brought its front panel to bear and stared at the power switch. He stabbed it and started pointing the antenna around, again out of curiosity. Nothing much was happening, but then in an instant, an extraordinary idea popped in his head, the thing that was nagging at him again and again everyday.

"Ho-lee-shit!"

LeMay and Lawson stopped and turned.

Rion looked up at the two, switching off the device and walking toward them.

"General, all the Forerunner installations you mentioned…they're communicating with each other."

"Well, yes, I had assumed that, Chief. Did you have else anything to add?"

"No. I mean, yes, obviously. But I have a good feeling that their interstellar communication utilizes a means that transfers information instantaneously, regardless of distance."

"Regardless of distance?" LeMay squinted. "Are you certain? From all the intel we've compiled, these installations are dozens, in some cases _hundreds _of light-years apart."

"Maybe they're communicating through slipspace just like we do." Lawson offered.

"No," Rion shook his head, "because even then it would take days or weeks for transmissions to arrive. Slipspace is too inefficient to be traveling free space this fast."

This caught Lawson's attention even more, began leaning inward.

The Chief continued. "General, when was the first Ring destroyed?"

"Twenty-Two September, approximately."

Rion powered on the spectrum analyzer again and started to access its logging buffer history.

"And do you recall any significant events occurring on or around four November?"

"Yes, in fact that's when another strike group deactivated an additional HALO."

"How distant are these structures from Earth?"

"Like I said before…many, many light-years. Weeks' journey by the slipstream."

Fontaine nodded. "And at the distance between these places and Earth, slipspace comms would _definitely _require more than a week's journey as well. But the signals emanating from this structure occurred coincident with all events. I believe…and this is pretty wild but just bear with me…that these installations are hijacking the cosmic background and can somehow modulate this naturally-occurring radiation with their own data."

"Do you possess any evidence to corroborate this theory?"

"Yes. I've got histograms saved on my equipment and their timestamps reference the most accurate stratum, the UNSC Observatory Constellation. And from what I've seen, sir, the _entire _electromagnetic spectrum is at their disposal. The Forerunners' installations are in-synch…at all times."

"I'm sure you have done extensive analysis of all this hard data, Chief." Lawson said assumingly.

"Too much to cover here and now, but—"

"—Do you have a shortened version? As you can see, time is never abundant."

"Yes…You see, electricity simply wants to take the path of least resistance, like lightening here on Earth."

"We're all aware of this." Le May grumbled.

"Well, what happens when there's already charged particles lingering out there? I'm talking loads of it, the remnants of the Big Bang. All this ionized gas is just acting as one, big plasma channel, spread out over the entire universe. The Forerunners that built all these superstructures are taking advantage of it to the fullest. And just so you know, the most ubiquitous substance in the universe _is _plasma. These installations you've detailed have a filament with which to propagate their signals. It's an infinite spectrum with an infinite operating bandwidth providing instantaneous communications no matter where the source and destination are located."

Silence.

"Okay, if you were to look at the spectrum, all you'd see is noise, but it's really not. If you could actually demodulate whatever data there is hidden inside the radiation," Fontaine continued, "you can converse with the universe."

Lawson squared his stance toward the Chief. "Can we take advantage of something like this?"

"I don't know, sir. A great deal of research would have to be expended to find out."

Before either of them could conjecture further, a flood of activity took place at the Support Cell just a few dozen paces away. Dozens of 906th soldiers darted away from their stations and to all directions, heading off into areas unknown. Two runners sprinted in a bee-line toward an elevator, descending to somewhere in the structure.

LeMay waved on Lawson and the Chief as he jogged that way. "I think something's happening with our plan. Let's go see what's going on."

Major Wu had arrived, side-stepping to various stations down one particular row, issuing instructions to technicians only to be off on the move again.

"Chief," Wu glanced up to the Warrant Officer with a seldom-seen spark in his eyes, "I'm glad you're here. You're about to get a front row seat."

"What happened? Good news?"

"The attack sortie radioed in," the Major grinned again, "and they reported one of the Cruiser's shields is down. No time to waste!" Wu shouted into the entire structure. More people sprang into action.

The X.O. instantly started typing in commands at one of the holopads, slamming the ENTER button home with a stiff index finger. "Done and done."

He immediately stepped around the wide Support Cell, making his way to the General.

"Sir," he reached out a hand, "on behalf of all the Nine-Oh-Sixth, the Seventh Army, and all the people of Mombasa, thank you!"

LeMay reached down to the squat Major, shook his hand and smiled. "Let's hope it works."

Wu took a cleansing breath and glanced over the men and women of the Support Cell. "Fantastic work, people! You pulled it off! Now break out the popcorn."

A chiming of the elevator had all personnel alerted to that direction. The two runners sprinted out side-by-side, carrying a large, ruggedized transit case between them by the thick handles. They stopped in front of the gathering crowd of the Support Cell, set the case down on the concrete and started to open it.

One of them flipped the top cover over while the other removed an H-165 Forward Observer Module.

A Private First Class named Huckston stood up and nodded at the Major. "Sir, serial number is five-five-kilo-whiskey-golf-one-niner."

"Confirmed." Said the other alongside him.

"Control," Wu spoke into his communicator, "unique device ID being sent to you now." Wu keyed in the same alphanumerics into his flex-display.

The unit's internal net sent the data frames out their multiplexer and toward the Chief's LASER uplink, which blasted the modulated information skyward to the vast constellation of geosync satellites in orbit, propagating throughout the speediest segments of the secured grid where it was ultimately routed to Missile Defense Command.

"You qualified to operate that Targeting Designator, Huck?" Wu asked bluntly.

"Usually sightin' up them Wraith tanks with this 'lil thang, sir, but I reckon that ole porker out there moves just 'bout as slow."

"Then go!"

The PFC took off running.

Dozens of others followed him up the final ramp into the searing light of the late afternoon. They rushed behind him toward the Northern parapet, and he immediately scanned for the prime target—that colossal Assault Cruiser dominating the desert plain—it wasn't hard to miss.

"Purtty far out dere. Need someone to spot meh."

"I got it!" Fontaine yelled, scrambling for his ops tent.

He was back into the sun a few seconds later with The WaCK in-hand. He powered up the optical transducing device and removed the dust cover from the eye cups, then donned it over his face while he marched toward the PFC's position—that targeting device of his propped up over the ledge—and peered outward along the soldier's vector.

A bright, blue, pencil-thin beam lanced out and into the far horizon nearly parallel with the ground. The target was out that way, acting with impunity, a cascade of scorching plasma showering the Earth.

Rion configured maximum zoom and the beam quadrupled in girth as he became face to face with the monstrosity.

"Come one degree left." Fontaine spoke lowly, calmly. "Roger, hold there. You're right at amidships. Perfect. Don't move one bit."

Rion thought he could see a lone Pelican/Rhino hybrid come into view, but the extreme distance was too much for The WaCK's capabilities. It was designed to quickly verify visual of a link activation, up to a couple dozen kilometers out at most, and for an invisible spectrum at that. His display was a completely-digitized version of the real thing. All he could see of the smaller craft zooming around out there was just their fuzzy outlines. He removed the headset from his eyesight and took in a broad, unaltered view of the sky. Lawson and LeMay then took his side just as a cluster of tiny motes suddenly emerged from a mass of clouds just off the Assault Carrier's position.

Pulse LASERs struck out in multiple directions like sun rays through a dissipating squall, the enemy vessel attempting to down as many of the fast-moving Archer missiles as possible. A few dozen of them skirted by and scored hits all across the length of the hull, peppering the Assault Carrier's sides with holes like a block of Swiss cheese. The resulting explosions were miniscule and weren't enough to inflict any critical damage, just enough to harass and intimidate for only a moment, but it was no matter: the diversion served the incoming ICBM well. Lawson barely had any time point at the hypersonic 11-B1 rocket as it lanced toward the massive vessel from directly above.

The streak of off-white wake was thin and concentrated and stretched into the farthest reaches of sky. At the head of this vertical, smoky column, the warhead jettisoned from the final stage with one last bout of thrust, now unavoidable by any means. Too fast-moving compared to the bloated body beneath it. Too fast for any defensive maneuvers whatsoever. It slammed into the top of the ship and produced an arc of light brighter than the sun that moment.

All spectators were forced to cover their eyes.

When the glow subsided a few seconds later, the ship was rent in two.

The thunderclap and the shockwave then hit the Parking Garage as the twin halves of the vanquished ship spewed out massive jets of smoke and plasma and flame, slowly listing apart. The strike was clean and absolute, the target effectively obliterated and now careening on a lazy path that would take both pieces clear over the top of Mombasa and toward a watery resting place somewhere inside the Indian Ocean.

The rooftop became a deafening roar of cheer and laughter and revelry.

"Fuck the popcorn, where's the champagne?!" Mattis cried with fists raised.

"I'm sure the Doctor's got some below!" Wu gagged on his own laughter.

The remaining Capital Ships stopped glassing immediately and changed their courses, sending random plasma torpedoes and erratic pulse LASER strikes in all directions, paranoid of a similar death blow. The General nodded at the end result, wholly satisfied. "Well, it seems the battle might no longer be one-sided, at least for a little while. For such a hasty plan, we did rather well."

"_Rather well?_" Mattis glanced sidelong at LeMay. "General, you've got a talent for understatement."

"Friendly aircraft inbound!" Someone shouted.

Wu collected himself and accessed his flex-display, small bouts of laughter escaping. "No name and no tail number," he coughed, "just an ONI designation."

Fontaine pointed high at a nearly vertical angle as a large, black spot descended rapidly. It came within a kilometer of the Command Post before its true shape was discernible, then it found a landing space a good distance off the Southern front of the structure, the massive dust plume rising over the ledge a moment later.

"A Prowler." Mattis remarked, brow raised. "Must be someone important."

"…And would you look at that." LeMay smiled. "My ride is here. Perfect timing."

"Going somewhere, General?" Fontaine asked.

"Time to see Lord Hood. Admiral's due a good briefing. Nice knowing you all, and good luck from here on out. Call me if you need another favor. Eric?"

Captain Lawson nodded at the men and women of the Nine-Oh-Sixth and followed behind the General toward the elevator, his entourage closely in tow.

"Captain, thought you might stay and enjoy the fireworks."

"My place is with General LeMay and Lord Hood. But here…take my data chit." Lawson reached into a pocket and tossed the clear cube at Fontaine, who snatched it out of the air with one, swift swipe. "If we win this War, you and I will need to have a serious talk about future opportunities in my community. We would benefit from your expertise. Think it over."

Rion brought the crystal to bear and read the exterior etching aloud. "Captain Eric Lawson, Deputy Director of Special Wartime Operations Research and Development Command. That's quite a mouthf—"

"—Just call us SWORD."

Fontaine nodded and waved them goodbye, and the sunbathed victors carried on. Moments later, the Prowler ascended on a straight path toward orbit. The waning sun shone brightly alongside Mount Kilimanjaro and across the vast landscape while Covenant Capital Ships seemed to scuttle away from its aura. The 906th, the UNSC, the city of New Mombasa prevailed.

Today was a victory.

The next ten days would be another trial of its own...

**-THE END-**

_You asked me once, what happened to those who vanished?  
><em>_You asked me, why did we survive where our fathers fell?  
><em>_You wished to know how we ever let it happen  
><em>_A scourge that consumed the galaxy  
><em>_And the cure that was worse than the cancer  
><em>_You asked me once about my intent  
><em>_And the spot that would not wash out  
><em>_I promise you the answers lie in the Ark  
><em>_Find me there in the dark  
><em>_For that is where I abide_


End file.
